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Couched in frameworks of Critical Race Theory and Intersectionality, this 
dissertation uses the lenses of citizenship and civil society to examine communities in a 
men’s medium security Illinois state prison. Prisons are spaces removed from free civil 
society where every aspect of associational life is monitored by the state. This project 
investigates how people who are incarcerated experience citizenship under these conditions. 
Rather than conducting research on people who are incarcerated, this project 
conducted research with people who are incarcerated. The methodology for this project pairs 
traditional qualitative interviews with Participatory Action Research (PAR). This dissertation 
is a collaborative effort with a group of men currently incarcerated at Danville Correctional 
Center (DCC). Community members at DCC were involved in every stage of the research 
project: conception, design, implementation, analysis, and follow-up action items. This 
approach adds an important, yet largely silenced voice to academic discourse—the voice of 
individuals who are incarcerated.  
Carceral civil society is one created and recreated under compounded forms of 
violence. State-sanctioned violence from the top-down is a process of dehumanization 
through policies of the institution and actions by corrections staff. From the bottom-up, 
interpersonal violence takes the form of either physical violence or a culture of mistrust 
created by a snitch environment. These forces work to break existing communities and hinder 
the formation of new ones. Yet, in these spaces of exclusion and isolation are stories of care, 
compassion, concern, collective action, and community building as clear examples of 
citizenship practices. Despite the oppressive space of carceral civil society, community 
members in this project shared examples of practices built on a foundation of trust, which 
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facilitated the creation of new communities. Political citizenship practices took place in a 
specific sociohistorical context and took the form of rights mobilization in boycotts, sit-
ins/stand-ins, and acts of civil disobedience. Social citizenship practices occurred in the 
neighborhood (the gym, yard, or school building) and on the block (in the housing unit). 
These include: cooking as a form of resistance, mentoring, volunteer teaching in DCC 
programs, and playing games such as fantasy football and Dungeons & Dragons. Political 
and social citizenship practices were a form of community building which in turn created the 
space for a new dimension of identity, one that had the potential to transcend race, gang 
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1 CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
1.1 INTRODUCTION 
 
“Community around here in prison is not too much different from the outside world.” 
—Charles Bryant, 56 years old, incarcerated 22 years 
 
“It’s nothing like the community out in the world. You’re a number, not a person.” 
—Tacho Esparza, 47 years old, incarcerated 7 years 6 months 
 
 
How do people exercise citizenship in a total institution designed to strip them of 
rights? In this dissertation, the opposing views of Charles and Tacho represent narratives that 
reveal carceral civil society as both a familiar space of neighborhood and community and a 
dehumanizing space far removed from free civil society. 
Prisons are unique spaces of exclusion, unlike even other marginalized spaces. People 
who are incarcerated are not simply denied some level of access to civil society; they are cut 
off from it entirely. Despite having a formal legal status, incarcerated people are denied civil, 
political, and social citizenship rights. While incarcerated “behind the wall,” individuals are 
discouraged by both the administration and other incarcerated people from building healthy 
relationships with others. Engaging in various types of community building may be viewed 
as a security threat with material consequences. This exclusion of incarcerated people, both 
from the outside world and from each other, creates an isolated space where what would 
typically be simple acts of civic engagement become risky behaviors that may result in 
punishment by prison administration or in violence at the hands of other incarcerated 
individuals. 
Race and gang divisions of individuals and the institution of the prison create a 
carceral civil society under constant threat of structural and interpersonal violence. Yet, in 
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these spaces of exclusion and isolation are stories of care, compassion, concern, collective 
action, and community building as clear examples of engaging in citizenship practices to 
(re)produce civil society in prison daily life.  
This analysis draws on over thirty semi-structured interviews with men currently 
incarcerated in a medium security state prison in Illinois. This dissertation frames the lived 
experiences of the incarcerated men using the theoretical foundations of citizenship practices 
in a carceral civil society. Understanding these stories in the context of citizenship practices 
focuses on the active process individuals engage in while ‘doing’ citizenship. This approach 
is especially important for understanding citizenship in other marginalized communities 
without full access to civil society. This research adds a crucial, yet largely absent voice to 
citizenship discourse—the voice of individuals who are incarcerated. 
 
1.2 LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
1.2.1 Citizenship And Civil Society 
 
Since the nineteenth century, citizenship discourse has explored the relationship an 
individual has with the nation-state and the importance of civil society in sustaining 
democracy. Citizenship as a legal status represents the rights and protections provided by the 
state combined with the duties and responsibilities of individuals. Citizens are provided legal 
protections by the state to ensure basic safety and quality of life. Citizens are also legally 
protected from excessive intrusions of the state in private life. Though the exact definition of 
the term “civil society” is contested, theories of citizenship consider a healthy civil society 
crucial in the development of the nation-state. Civil society is understood as the realm of 
associational life wherein individuals participate in organized institutions. The social 
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organization of the population is a key component to understanding citizenship (Brubaker 
1990; Brubaker 1992). Theories of citizenship can be divided into top-down and bottom-up 
approaches. Top-down approaches focus on the structures that institutionalize an individual’s 
legal citizenship. Bottom-up approaches focus on the meaning of citizenship at the individual 
level, typically investigating the experiences of individuals marginalized from full legal 
citizenship.  
Beginning with the structural approaches to citizenship, this review will summarize 
contemporary liberal and civic republican theories of citizenship and civil society. I will then 
present the bottom-up approach of critical citizenship discourse by outlining work in feminist 
citizenship discourse and cultural citizenship discourse. Finally, I will review critical 
citizenship approaches to understanding civil society. 
 
1.2.2 Top-Down Approaches To Citizenship 
 
 
Top-down citizenship theories claim citizenship is dependent on the actors and 
organizations that institutionalize rights. Marshall (1980) outlined three dimensions of formal 
citizenship rights: civil (the institutionalized rights necessary to ensure individual freedoms 
in a liberal democracy), political (the right to exercise power in the political process), and 
social (the right to a minimum standard of living). In the U.S., the development of these 
institutional rights was linear. The three dimensions of citizenship “steadily built up, first 
civil rights, then political, lastly social” (Walby 1994:162). The two main camps—liberal and 
civic republican—primarily use a top-down approach to citizenship. Although they differ in 
ideology, liberal and civic republican discourses use Marshall’s framework for understanding 
citizenship (Smith 1997). 
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1.2.3 Liberal—Individual Freedom  
 
Liberal citizenship discourse focuses on the institutions that protect individual 
freedoms. In the context of formal citizenship rights, liberal citizenship discourse places 
value on individual liberty, autonomy, and personal choice (Shafir 1998). An individual’s 
identity as a citizen is but one of many identities and associations; it is not stronger than, nor 
is it separate from, one’s family, religion, or culture (Smith 1997). Civil citizenship rights are 
protected from state intervention through negative rights, which restrict government 
interference on individual liberties. For example, citizens have the right to freedom of speech 
and to freedom of religion (Fried 1978). These negative rights prevent the state from 
interfering with an individual’s personal expression or religious practices. Political 
citizenship rights include membership in a nation-state with the freedom to participate in the 
political process without interference by the state. Outcomes of political participation are an 
aggregate of individual choice, whereby “voting decisions have the same structure as the acts 
of choice made by participants in the market” (Habermas 1994:3). The primary function of 
the state is to act as guardian of market society (Habermas 1992). Social citizenship rights are 
the right to maintain a standard of living free from state control. Citizenship is thus the result 
of the combination of aggressive individualism and liberal market ideology (Abowitz and 
Harnish 2006). 
Civil society is the exercise of individual liberties, exemplified by the capitalist free 
market exchange (Abowitz and Harnish 2006; Habermas and Rehg 1996). Civic education 
and participation in civil society teach individuals how to interact in the public sphere. A 
healthy civil society is crucial to the development of democracy and functions as individuals 
exercise their free will (Banks 1990; Heater 2004; Journell 2011). 
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1.2.4 Civic Republican—The Collective Good 
 
Civic republican literature, in prioritizing the common good over individual liberties, 
emphasizes values in service to the good of the group: service and commitment to the 
political community, trust in the democratic process, loyalty, self-sacrifice, respect, and a 
sense of duty to others and to the state (Abowitz and Harnish 2006; Bader 1995; Janoski 
1998; Kymlicka and Norman 1994; Shafir 1998). “Citizen” is an individual’s primary 
identity, developed through “identification with and commitment to the political 
community’s goals, gained through the process of education and active engagement in the 
democratic process” (Abowitz and Harnish 2006:658). Civil citizenship rights are protected 
by the state through positive rights; the state has an obligation to address inequality and 
protect against discrimination (Fried 1978; Habermas and Rehg 1996). The state is the “self-
conscious institutionalization of an ethical community” (Habermas 1994:6). Membership in 
the polity ensures that political citizenship rights will be protected by the nation-state.  
Political participation is an institutionalization “of the public use of 
reason…subjective rights owe their existence to an object of legal order” (Habermas, Cronin, 
and De Greiff 1998:23). Social citizenship rights are protected by the state through positive 
rights. For example, welfare programs are an exercise in social rights as they guarantee a 
minimum level of economic security. 
Civic republicans classify civil society a sphere of negotiation, composed of dense 
networks of shared responsibility where horizontal relationships are more important than 
vertical ones (Elshtain 1999). A healthy civil society is reflected in high levels of citizen 
engagement, tolerance, trust, solidarity, collective identity, and responsibility (Barber 1999). 
Civil society is the space in which individuals solidify the “greater good” and develop their 
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identities as formal citizens (Bryant 1993; Putnam, Leonardi, and Nanetti 1994). For 
example, Putnam (2001; 2002; 2004) describes a healthy civil society as one where 
individuals build social capital through civic engagement. He claims there has been a decline 
in enrollment in formal organizations, which reflects a lack of engagement in civil society. 
This decline in participation in civil society leads to a decline in social capital, which in turn 
is harmful to a democracy.  
 
1.2.5 Bottom-Up Approaches—Critical Citizenship 
 
As Smith’s (1997) historical analysis of citizenship in the U.S. demonstrates, 
“throughout most of U.S. history, lawmakers pervasively and unapologetically structured 
U.S. citizenship in terms of illiberal and undemocratic racial, ethnic, and gender hierarchies, 
for reasons rooted in basic, enduring imperatives of political life” (1). Examining the role of 
social structures in determining citizenship reveals contradictions between the democratic 
citizen values of equality and fairness, and a capitalist economy based on inequality 
(Abowitz and Harnish 2006; Bulmer, Martin, Rees, Anthony 1996; Isin and Turner 2002; 
Kymlicka and Norman 1994; Somers 2008; Spinner 1995; Walby 1994).  
While traditional citizenship discourse examines the meaning of citizenship from the 
perspective of the rights-bearing citizen, other perspectives focus on the meaning of 
citizenship through the lens of oppression and exclusion. Scholars who engage in critical 
citizenship discourse explore the exclusionary practices of citizenship (Abowitz and Harnish 
2006; Gutiérrez 2007; Janoski 1998; Shafir 1998; Spinner 1995; Walby 1994). Consequently, 
critical citizenship discourse interrogates citizenship from the bottom-up, examining the 
impact oppressive structures have on the lived experiences of individuals.  
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In contrast to the structural view of citizenship, Enslin (2000) defines what it means 
for individuals to be citizens: 
citizenship bestows on the individual the status of membership of a territorially 
defined political unit in which reciprocal rights and responsibilities are exercised on 
equal terms with fellow citizens. Second, and relatedly, citizenship confers identity on 
an individual, an awareness of the self as a member of the collective with a shared 
political destiny…This identity includes, third, a set of values, usually interpreted as 
comprising a commitment to the common good of the political collective…. 
Citizenship in a democracy involves, fourth, a degree of participation in the life of the 
polity, reflecting the citizen’s assumption that she is a political agent, rather than an 
object of policy…For [participation] a citizen needs, fifth, knowledge and 
understanding of political and legal principles, an awareness of current events, the 
ability to weigh up alternatives and to assess the success  of state policy, to make 
known her needs and wishes as a citizen, and to assess whether the state is responding 
adequately to them and to those of other citizens. (236) 
 
Critical citizenship discourse places the individual perspective of citizenship (membership, 
identity, values, participation, knowledge and understanding), and structural dimensions of 
citizenship rights (civil, political, cultural) in historical, political, economic and social 
contexts. Critical citizenship literature thus challenges the development of citizenship rights 
as a linear process, instead challenging democratic values of equality by exposing the 
exclusionary history of citizenship (Foner 2003; Habermas 1994; Smith 1997). Historically, 
the boundaries of citizenship “have played as repressive mechanisms of social sorting, 
control, and discipline; and have led to the systematic exclusion of groups and individuals 
along lines of race, national origin, ethnicity, culture, class, and gender” (Gutiérrez 2007:91). 
Critical citizenship theorists claim citizenship “shifts with economic, political and social 
changes” (Abowitz and Harnish 2006:654) and encompasses a “broad range of subjective 
applications including legal status, a system of rights, a form of political activity, or a form of 
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identity and solidarity” (Gutiérrez 2007:112). As Gutierrez (2007) states, “the presence of the 
disenfranchised other is a necessary component of the idea of a bounded citizenry” (90). 
Cultural citizenship discourse focuses on collective identity and community building 
(Bosniak 2001; Flores 2003; Hamer, Finlayson, and Warren 2013). Scholars define cultural 
citizenship as an additional dimension to formal citizenship. The cultural dimension is the 
“right to be different, to re-value stigmatized identities, to embrace openly and legitimately 
hitherto marginalized lifestyles and to propagate them without hindrance” (Pakulski 
1997:82). Cultural citizenship discourse encourages groups with a stigmatized status to make 
claims for equal recognition by the state. In contrast, both liberal and civic republican 
citizenship discourse encourages individuals to shed the stigmatized status and reject the 
mold of “citizen.” Cultural citizenship scholars critique traditional citizenship literature for 
assimilationist perspectives, which ignore historical contexts of oppression (Flores 2003; 
Flores and Benmayor 1997; Rosaldo 1994; Rosaldo, Flores, and Benmayor 1997). For 
example, while queer identity is a form of cultural citizenship (Pakulski 1997), in the U.S., 
people who identify as queer are excluded from full membership in the citizenry. As 
Brandzel (2005) states, “citizenship is predicated on the demarcation of homosexual bodies 
as outside the bounds of citizenship” (173). Similar to other groups on the margins, people 
who identify as anything but heterosexual are not afforded the same protection of civil rights. 
Though legislation in the last few years has reflected a cautiously optimistic turn from 
heterosexist ideology, individuals who identify as queer are still excluded from full 
citizenship. Despite the protection of political citizenship rights among individuals with legal 
status, the state continues to offer unequal protections of civil and social rights, including 
discrimination in immigration, employment benefits, taxes, and Medicaid and Medicare. 
 9 
While cultural citizenship can be found in many traditionally marginalized groups, 
much of the cultural literature in the U.S. focuses on the experiences of non-white 
immigrants. This body of work highlights cultural distinctiveness, emphasizes the importance 
of maintaining cultural identity, and identifies how groups make meaning, define their 
community, and claim rights (Flores 2003; Flores and Benmayor 1997; Foner 2003; Gotanda 
2001; Rosaldo 1994; Shafir 1998; Silvestrini 1997; Wilson and van Steenbergen 1994). For 
example, in one study of cultural citizenship, Flores (2003) presents the case of two groups 
uniting to define their community under a collective cultural identity. Two neighboring 
groups drew boundaries around their identities as Chicanos and Mexicans. However, when 
the state targeted undocumented Mexican families in the neighborhood, Chicano activists 
rallied with the Mexican community. Using the collective cultural identity of “Latino” the 
two groups created a safe space and a common community. This shared identification of 
cultural citizenship allowed for a more powerful voice when advocating for rights for 
undocumented families. Flores claims a shared collective identity is the means through which 
disenfranchised groups can identify with cultural citizenship. Through this practice, groups 
on the margins can advocate for full formal citizenship rights.    
Critical citizenship scholars have redefined citizenship from the perspective of the 
non-citizen. Similarly, critical citizenship discourse rejects the view of civil society as a 
welcoming space of inclusion; instead civil society constructs exclusionary practices 





1.2.6 Civil Society Through A Critical Lens 
 
Critical citizenship literature defines civil society as a historically exclusionary third 
sphere between government and market (Bryant 1993), a space influenced by and dependent 
upon other social structures. While traditional citizenship literature claims that the foundation 
of democracy is voluntary participation in civil society, critical citizenship literature defines 
democracy by the conflicts within civil society and the response of government to those 
conflicts. Struggles in civil society are opportunities for change in favor of groups excluded 
from civil society (Barber 1999; Edwards and Foley 1998; Foley and Edwards 1996).  
Cultural citizenship scholars claim the degree to which immigrants come to identify 
themselves as “American” largely depends on the amount and types of engagement 
individuals have in civil society (Bloemraad 2006). A healthy civil society is one in which 
traditionally marginalized voices can be heard. Critical citizenship theorists believe the 
inclusion of marginalized voices will help to correct for past injustices (Banks 1990; Damon 
2001; Elshtain 1999). For example, cultural citizenship discourse changes the meaning of 
citizenship to include pride in cultural identity (Bosniak 2001; Flores 2003; Rosaldo 1994; 
Rosaldo, Flores, and Benmayor 1997). This literature demonstrates the ways in which groups 
on the margins engage in citizenship and the empowering effects of citizenship as an identity 
(Bloemraad, Korteweg, and Yurdakul 2008; Nicholls 2014).  
Though the functions of civil society may differ, each theoretical perspective of 
citizenship claims that participation in a healthy civil society is the foundation of democracy. 
Civic engagement is the means of maintaining and developing formal citizenship, and 
participation in civil society fosters the development of trust and virtues (Barber 1999; 
Chambers and Kopstein 2001; Chambers and Kymlicka 2002; Perrin 2005); hence, a lack of 
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participation in civil society is often cited as the cause of current social problems (Barber 
1999; Flores and Benmayor 1997; Putnam 2001; Putnam 2004). Because of the importance 
of civil society in the literature, current theories of citizenship do not fully capture what 
citizenship looks like for those removed from civil society. While cultural citizenship 
literature does focus on citizenship for those on the margins of civil society, most studies 
emphasize the struggles of immigrant communities who do not have legal citizenship status. 
One of the main goals of forming a collective identity through cultural citizenship is for 
groups to gain the ability to make demands on the state for formal citizenship rights. I argue 
that this emphasis on legal status fails to account for groups who have legal citizenship 
status, yet are not afforded formal citizenship rights.  
While I agree that an understanding of citizenship necessarily includes understanding 
civil society, I suggest extending current theories of citizenship by focusing on the practices 




1.3.1 Macro Theory And Micro Theory 
 
Though the main theoretical framework for this dissertation is engaged in the meso level 
of theory, this work is informed by both macro and micro levels of theory. On the macro 
level, this project is situated in Critical Race Theory (CRT), examining the intersections of 
race, law, and power. CRT also emphasizes the importance of counter-storytelling—that is, 
sharing narratives of people on the margins whose stories are typically silenced. Critical 
Criminology is a macro-level lens by which this research reconfigures groups of people who 
are incarcerated from “criminals” or perpetrators of violence against the state, to victims of 
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structural, state-sanctioned violence. On the micro level, this dissertation draws on 
Intersectionality, which situates individual narratives in the cumulative disadvantages 
produced by complex axes of oppression based on race, class, gender, sexuality, ability, 
ethnicity, and citizenship. 
 
1.3.2 Building A Theory Of Carceral Citizenship 
 
My theory of carceral citizenship is based on three foundational elements: 
1. Civil society is a product of practices. 
2. Citizenship is not a label; it is an active process of community building. 
3. Citizenship is defined through practices. 
 
1.3.2.1 Civil society is a product of practices. 
Current literature using a bottom-up approach of understanding citizenship focuses on 
the ways individuals engage in civil society. In this literature, civil society is the space where 
people engage with one another and with social institutions. However, we see evidence of 
citizenship in communities on the margins of civil society, as well as communities cut off 
from civil society completely. Therefore, it is important to focus not on civil society as the 
space where citizenship is conferred, but rather on the acts people engage in to create 
citizenship. It is my belief that civil society does not exist as an independent sphere wherein 
people cross in and out to engage with one another or other institutions. Rather, I argue civil 
society is the product of active practices. That is, the acts of engaging with each other, with 





1.3.2.2 Citizenship is an active process of community building. 
 
The literature reviewed here focuses on the importance of formal citizenship status. 
Traditional theoretical frameworks of liberal and civic republican discourse describe the 
rights and responsibilities citizens have to each other and to the state. Critical citizenship 
discourse expands the definition of citizenship to incorporate the oppression of communities 
on the margins of civil society by focusing on the non-citizen. However, the non-citizen is 
the center of analysis because of their lack of formal citizenship rights. Most of the 
communities of interest in critical citizenship discourse are fighting for formal citizenship 
status. Since we see evidence of citizenship acts in communities where formal legal status is 
not the main goal, I argue that these perspectives cannot fully capture citizenship while the 
emphasis remains on formal legal status. 
Some scholars do define citizenship as a process. For example, Isin (2002; 2008) 
claims citizenship is active practice “through which subjects, by claiming rights, and 
regardless of their citizenship status, constitute themselves as citizens” (cited in Andrijaseoic 
2013:50). This approach also shifts the focus from the state to the community. Individuals 
who claim rights as they engage in social acts are granted citizenship by their communities, 
rather than by the formal institution of the state (Isin and Nielsen 2008). While I agree rights-
claiming is a form of expressing citizenship, I do not believe it should be central in the 
definition of citizenship. Instead, I draw on Isin’s emphasis on citizenship beyond a label, 
and the importance of agency in conceptualizing citizenship as a communal process 
composed of individuals engaging in social acts.  
I do not mean to undervalue the importance of formal citizenship status or the rights 
and responsibilities of citizens. However, rather than thinking of citizenship as a label 
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conferred by the state, I define citizenship as a process of engaging in community building 
practices—activities through which individuals engage in social acts with each other and 
with social institutions that build trust within the community. That is, a person can contribute 
civil society through their actions and associational life; however to truly engage in 
citizenship means engaging in community building practices. 
 
1.3.2.3 Citizenship is defined through practices. 
Citizenship practices are the “interaction of people with other individuals and 
structures for the betterment of society” (Anderson and Dabelko-Schoeny 2010:270), with 
the goal of improving quality of life (Anderson and Dabelko-Schoeny 2010; Martinez et al. 
2011; Principi et al. 2012) for both the individual and the community. Citizenship practices 
are lived experiences and actions of individuals rooted in trust and community building by 
engaging in “activities oriented toward collective action, care, concern, and development of 
others, as well as societal decision-making, [and] resource allocation” (Anderson and 
Dabelko-Schoeny 2010:153). Citizenship practices reflect Enslin’s (2000) components of 
citizenship (i.e., identity, values, membership, participation, knowledge, and understanding).
 Studying citizenship practices decenters the importance of legal citizenship status and 
formal rights. Instead, the focus moves to the active processes individuals engage in while 
“doing” citizenship. Studying citizenship practices on their own merit, devoid of the 
importance of legal status, will allow for a more complicated understanding of how we 
define citizen. Expanding the definition of citizenship by examining citizenship practices will 
focus on the lived experiences of individuals, rather than on their relationship to the state. 
This approach is especially important for understanding citizenship in communities on the 
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margins of society. It extends the bottom-up approach to include the experiences of people 
who are excluded from civil society. Studying citizenship practices will have significant 
implications in understanding both citizenship in prison and citizenship as a whole. I 
categorize citizenship practices in two general camps: political and social. 
 
1.3.3 Political Citizenship Practices 
 
Using the frameworks of Isin and Nielsen (2008) and Zemans (1983), I define 
political citizenship practices as behaviors that seek to “influence governmental processes at 
the local, state, and national levels” (Resnick, Gwyther, and Roberto 2010:148).  
 For those with unrestricted access to civil society, political citizenship practices can 
include voting, contributing to a campaign, volunteering for candidates or political 
organizations, running for public office, protesting, petitioning, boycotting, canvassing, 
participating in town or city council, displaying political symbols (buttons/signs/stickers), 
contacting print or broadcast media (newspapers/magazines/TV stations), participating in 
online political discussions, and visiting politically oriented websites (Flanagan, Levine, and 
Settersten 2009; Hodgkin 2011; Howard, Gibson, and Stolle 2005; Keeter et al. 2002; Lopez 
and Marcelo 2008; McBride, Sherraden, and Pritzker 2006; Portney et al. 2007).  
Communities on the margins typically lack formal citizenship rights and/or legal 
citizenship status. Many common forms of political participation may not be available to 
these groups; however, there are still examples of people engaging in political citizenship 
practices. For example, studies of undocumented immigrant communities and mental 
disability advocacy groups show communities engaging in political citizenship practices 
through rights mobilization, despite a lack of formal citizenship rights (Andrijaseoic 2013; 
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Bloemraad 2006; Bloemraad, Korteweg, and Yurdakul 2008; Carey 2009; Coutin 2010; 
Coutin 2007; Flores 2003; Gutiérrez 2007; Hamer, Finlayson, and Warren 2013; Isin and 
Nielsen 2008; Isin 2002; Rosaldo 1994; Rosaldo, Flores, and Benmayor 1997; Zemni and 
Debruyne; Zorn 2013). These activities are heavily focused on political activism and rights 
claiming: organizing boycotts, letter writing, organizing rallies and marches, petitioning, and 
canvassing.  
The literature on legal mobilization defines the act of rights-claiming as a legitimate 
form of political participation (Burstein 1991; Zemans 1983); I argue rights-claiming is also 
a clear example of a political citizenship practice. Rights are one way to describe the 
relationship between an individual and the state. When individuals claim rights, those who 
may typically think of themselves as powerless can “come to believe that they have some 
capacity to change their lot” (McCann 1994). This act is particularly meaningful to groups 
who have been marginalized or excluded from access to more traditional forms of political 
citizenship practices.  
 
1.3.4 Social Citizenship Practices 
 
Social citizenship practices are formal and informal community building actions 
rooted in trust and care. These include any volunteer “action that connects individuals to 
others and that relate to care or development” (Resnick, Gwyther, and Roberto 2010:148). In 
groups with unrestricted access to civil society, the most common social citizenship practices 
are church-based volunteering and donating resources to charity organizations (Flanagan, 
Levine, and Settersten 2009; Hodgkin 2011; Howard, Gibson, and Stolle 2005; Keeter et al. 
2002; Lopez and Marcelo 2008; McBride, Sherraden, and Pritzker 2006; Moua 2011; 
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Portney et al. 2007). Other forms of social citizenship practices include participation in 
community-based groups or events: town hall meetings, public hearings, local sports 
programs, tutoring programs, neighborhood watch groups, etc. (Flanagan, Levine, and 
Settersten 2009; Howard, Gibson, and Stolle 2005; Keeter et al. 2002; Lopez and Marcelo 
2008; McBride, Sherraden, and Pritzker 2006; Portney et al. 2007). 
Social citizenship practices differ from what most citizenship literature refers to as 
“civic engagement” as the latter places emphasis on the role of a formal organization. For 
example, in most citizenship literature, informal charitable actions towards neighbors are not 
considered a form of civic engagement since they are not coordinated through an official 
organization (McBride, Sherraden, and Pritzker 2006). Critical citizenship scholars claim 
changing traditional methods of measuring civic engagement may capture community-
building behaviors, especially in marginalized communities (Levasseur, Desrosiers, and St-
Cyr Tribble 2008; Martinez et al. 2011; Principi et al. 2012). One study of a low-income 
retirement community found that “older adults are motivated and engaged in more civic 
activities than has been recognized” (Martinez et al. 2011:33). As such, social citizenship 
practices include any form of what McBride, Sherraden and Pritzker (2006) term 
“neighboring”: chartable acts towards neighbors not rooted in responsibilities due to a formal 
organization (McBride, Sherraden, and Pritzker 2006; Wilson and van Steenbergen 1994). 
Marginalized communities are more likely to have restricted access to resources conducive to 
traditional definitions of civic engagement. Barriers to formal volunteering typically include 
“poor health, as well as inadequate resources of time and money” (Martinez et al. 2011:33). 
Thus, including informal acts in the definition of social citizenship practices will be a better 
means to measuring how individuals engage with each other and with their communities. 
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Social bonding, social interactions, and  actions based on mutual aid are all examples of 
social citizenship practices that can build trust, facilitating the relationship needed to engage 
in community-building practices.  
Studying the process of citizenship—citizenship practices—is an approach well suited to 
understanding citizenship in spaces of exclusion. Specifically, citizenship practices in prison 
are deserving of study because, despite the subjects being cut off from free civil society, we 
see a form of civil society grow in prison. In addition, the motivations, risks, and rewards for 
engaging in citizenship practices are different for people who are incarcerated.  
 
1.3.5 Citizenship Practices In Prison 
 
In prison, every action of daily life is scheduled and controlled by agents of the state. 
Literature on total institutions detail the barriers to civil society and the process of 
deindividuation that takes place in prisons (Denzin 1968; Goffman 1961; Goffman 1963; 
Wulbert 1965). People who are incarcerated are typically from oppressed communities 
already on the margins of civil society (Alexander 2010; Black 1983; Kessler 1990; Zemans 
1983). The opportunities to engage in social citizenship practices in prison are constrained by 
the very nature of carceral institutions. In free civil society, individuals can visit a bulletin 
board at a local restaurant to find fliers for church group meetings, yoga classes, 5k running 
events, pet sitting services, pottery classes, concerts, and many other community-based 
activities. A local church, government, or private business might sponsor any of these events. 
In prison, the variety of opportunities to engage with your community is simply not available 
in the same ways. Even private acts such as religious worship are channeled through the 
state. Any religious leader from the outside must have security clearance in order to enter a 
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prison and lead services. Chapels and other places of worship are obviously located in 
government buildings. This is not to say there is interference in religious worship in prison; 
rather, the state is ever-present in prison, even during private acts such as praying. The 
security measures and state presence limit the opportunities individuals have while 
incarcerated. 
In addition to limits on the types of social citizenship practices people who are 
incarcerated have to choose from, there are risks associated with engaging in volunteer 
activities in a carceral setting. Engaging in neighboring or other forms of community 
building may be seen as a security risk, putting an individual at odds with powers in authority 
or with other incarcerated people. Prisons are designed to schedule and track all activities of 
people who are incarcerated. One’s physical mobility is scheduled, regulated, and monitored. 
How an individual chooses to spend time outside of his or her cell has important and material 
consequences beyond being simple “leisure activities.” If you decide to attend church on 
Wednesdays, you may miss yard time for the week. Enrolling in a semester-long class only 
offered at a particular time of day might mean foregoing a job and six months of income. 
These consequences may affect the decision to participate in acts of community care.  
However, even with these constraints, there is evidence of social citizenship practices 
in prison. People who are incarcerated participate in both formal and informal volunteering. 
For example, formal programming in prisons include educational classes, sports teams, 
church groups, peer drug counseling, parenting training groups, and firefighter training. 
Informal volunteer engagements include exercise programs, mentoring, tutoring, parenting, 
and counseling. While current research on these activities highlight the benefits of 
community building, these acts are not examined using the lens of citizenship (Brown and 
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Wilkie 2002; Cheney 2008; Denzin 1968; Easton 2008; Farrant, Finola., Levenson, Joe, 
Prison Reform Trust (Great Britain) 2002; Faulkner 2002; Lister 1998a; Lister 1998b; 
Menjívar 2006; Parker 2009; Wulbert 1965).  
The right to vote is the easiest action to identify with political citizenship practices. 
However, in all but two states in the U.S., people who are incarcerated are denied the right to 
take part in this essential democratic process. Men and women are not able to represent 
themselves nor are they allowed to vote for someone else to represent their political interests. 
Outside of voting, there are other forms of participating in the political process that those of 
us in free society may consider small acts. For example, putting a bumper sticker on your car, 
wearing a button to support a political candidate, placing a sign in your yard—none of these 
acts are available to people while they are incarcerated. The political citizenship rights for 
people who are incarcerated are almost non-existent. However, I argue that, because prisons 
limit political, social, and civil rights, people who are incarcerated may be hyper-aware of the 
few rights they do have. Therefore, political citizenship practices most visible and salient in 
the context of prisons are those connected to rights claiming and rights mobilization.  
Popular examples of mobilization efforts in U.S. prisons include labor stoppages, 
hunger strikes, and letter-writing campaigns (Brown and Wilkie 2002; Cheney 2008; Easton 
2008; Easton 2009; Easton 2011; Faulkner 2002; Wulbert 1965). However, simply 
identifying as a rights-bearer is a political act. Critical citizenship literature demonstrates the 
ways mobilization efforts have an empowering effect on marginalized groups, as they are 
able to “make rights-claims despite their tenuous and ever-changing social circumstances” 
(Gutiérrez 2007:93). Rights claiming acts in prison may have similarly empowering effects. 
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 Sociological theories on the meaning and function of citizenship focus on the 
importance of free civil society as the space where individuals develop citizenship. 
Traditional citizenship frameworks focus on legal citizenship status as the center of analysis. 
While critical citizenship discourse examines citizenship in groups on the margins of civil 
society, these theories fail to account for citizenship in prisons. Understanding citizenship in 
prison requires an approach not fully addressed by previous research. Examining the process 
of citizenship under the constraints of prison life will complicate how we understand 
citizenship not just in prison but also for those with full access to formal rights and to free 
civil society. 
 
1.3.6 Carceral Civil Society 
 
Figure 1-1: Carceral Civil Society 
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Carceral civil society is a space with compounding forces of violence. People who are 
incarcerated occupy a space where they are victims of both top-down and bottom-up 
violence. State-sanctioned violence often takes the form of structural and symbolic violent 
acts in prison. The dehumanizing practices, conflicting and ever-changing rules, and the 
behavior of administrative staff all contribute to these forms of violence. The result is 
Skykes’ “pains of imprisonment”: the deprivation of liberty, goods and services; heterosexual 
relationships; autonomy; and security (Sykes 1996). Also ever-present in carceral civil 
society is the threat of bottom-up interpersonal violence. As this project will show, in the late 
1990s and early 2000s, this took the form of physical violence perpetrated by other 
incarcerated men. More recently, this interpersonal violence takes the form of mistrust in the 
“snitch culture.” The men involved in this project negotiate their citizenship in this plane of 
civil society. Sandwiched between these two forms of sovereign power, the men are active 
agents in creating spaces and strategies of resistance either through collective action or 
building communities. These spaces of resistance are the sites where the men actively engage 
in political citizenship practices and social citizenship practices.  
 
 
1.4 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
 
Using the theoretical frameworks at the macro, meso, and micro levels, this dissertation 
examines citizenship and civil society in an Illinois state prison. This project explores the 
ways people who are incarcerated engage in political and social citizenship practices through 
the following research questions:  
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1. What individual, institutional, and/or social factors shape the production of civil 
society within prisons? 
a. What individual factors facilitate or hinder the production of carceral civil 
society? 
i. e.g., age, race, ethnicity, length of sentence, type of sentence, family 
and social support 
b. What institutional factors facilitate or hinder the production of carceral civil 
society? 
i. e.g., type of institution, availability of material resources, political 
climate 
c. How does power affect who can participate in the process of citizenship and 
in what ways? 
i. e.g., social capital, cultural capital, material resources 
2. What forms of civil society are (re)produced within prisons? 
a. What types of political citizenship practices do people who are incarcerated 
engage in? 
i. What are the risks? What are the rewards? 
b. What types of social citizenship practices do people who are incarcerated 
engage in? 
i. What are the risks? What are the rewards? 





1.5.1 Methodological Framework 
 
Rather than conducting research on people who are incarcerated, this project conducted 
research with people who are incarcerated. The methodology for this project is grounded in 
Participatory Action Research (PAR). The three main pillars of PAR area to (a) value local 
knowledge in the process of developing new knowledge; (b) conduct collaborative research 
on issues of importance to the communities involved; (c) emphasize action as a direct result 
of the research to address social issues impacting the community. It is worth noting that, due 
to logistics, security concerns, and the material risk to people who participate, a true PAR 
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project in prison is not possible. However, this project paired traditional qualitative 
methodologies with PAR (Kindon, Pain, and Kesby 2007; Kemmis 2006; McInytre 2007)  
PAR is a collaborative and self-reflexive approach to research that is particularly 
meaningful when working with a marginalized population. To date, not much research on 
incarceration uses PAR, though Fine and Torre (2006) and Fine et al. (2004) are particular 
exceptions. Though some literature on mass incarceration in the U.S. has included qualitative 
work with people who are incarcerated, few studies have included these people in a role with 
an influence in the research design. This project is a collaboration with people who are 
incarcerated, adding a largely silenced voice to the research. This research blended PAR with 
traditional qualitative research methodology of in-depth, semi-structured interviews. This 
approach is consistent with counter-storytelling narratives in Critical Race Theory. In 
addition, the strength of the qualitative interviews allowed the men to share their lived 
experiences in their own words. In keeping with the pillars of PAR, I code-switch throughout 
the following chapters when discussing locations or practices at the prison (e.g. bit, cellie, on 
the wing, in the world, seg, shakedown, stool pigeon). Though this is not traditional 
academic practice, it is important, and meaningful, to incorporate discourse used at the prison 
to represent the language used by everyone involved in this project. (Auer 2003; Canagarajah 




The site of this research was the Danville Correctional Center (DCC), an adult male 
medium-security state institution in eastern Illinois. DCC opened in 1985 and was originally 
built for single-occupancy cells; however, it has been operating as a double-occupancy cell 
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facility since the 1990s. The prison’s 17 buildings are situated on 85 acres of land. DCC has 
a 15-bed healthcare unit, a receiving unit, and a segregation unit (IDOC 2017). According to 
2013 figures from an independent correctional facility monitoring organization, of the ~1,800 
people currently incarcerated at DCC, 59% are Black, 21% are White, and 20% are Hispanic 
(JHA 2013). There are four main housing buildings that house 1,808 males as of April 2017. 
Illinois Department of Corrections (IDOC) lists the operational capacity of DCC at 1,864. 
The average age of males at DCC is 34, and 57% of the males incarcerated at DCC were 
convicted in Cook County.  
I was able to access DCC through my volunteer work with the Education Justice 
Project (EJP), a unit in the College of Education at the University of Illinois, Urbana-
Champaign.1 EJP began offering programming at DCC in 2009 and is the only college-in-
prison program in the state of Illinois. The mission of EJP is to “build a model college-in-
prison program that demonstrates the positive impacts of higher education upon incarcerated 
people, their families, the communities from which they come, the host institution, and 
society as a whole.” I began volunteering with EJP programming on the outside in 2009 and 
teaching at the prison in 2013. Because of my access as an EJP instructor, I was able to have 
discussions with the incarcerated EJP students about issues that were important to their 
community long before the research design. 
As a volunteer, I have an IDOC “Volunteer/Teacher” badge which I wear in the 
prison. After entering the prison, I walk through two buildings and eight sets of security 
doors before reaching “the walk.” On the walk, the housing buildings are on the east side and 
the barbershop and chow hall (Dietary Building) are on the west side. At the south end of the 
walk is the Education Building which houses classrooms, Counseling Services, the gym, the 
                                                
1 See Appendix A for IRB approval letter.  
2 Pseudonyms and general number ranges (for age and length of incarceration) are used for those who 
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main chapel, and other administrative offices. The Education Building is the only building I 
am allowed to enter without a security escort. EJP has three main classrooms: two Resource 
Rooms with modest libraries, and a Computer Lab with 12 workstations. There are at least 10 
other classrooms EJP has access to as needed, typically used by other programming such as 
Bible College and the Danville Community College. On the main floor is a desk where the 
Education Building shift officer sits. The incarcerated men are not allowed on the floor 
unless the CO is present. All meetings and interviews took place in either the EJP classrooms 
or one of the spare classrooms. 
 
1.5.3 Community Members  
 
Rather than “participants” in this study, I define the men who collaborated on this 
research as community members in this project. These men were involved in both the 
research design and data analysis phases of this dissertation. This study used the non-
probability sampling technique of convenience sampling by recruiting community members 
from the EJP student roster. At the start of the project, 39 of a total 45 EJP students chose to 
participate in the research; two eventually withdrew from the project. As with all research 
designs based on non-probability sampling, generalizability will be problematic. Instead, this 
project focuses on the lived experiences of the community members, rather than to serve as a 
model to be applied to formerly incarcerated people in general. 
The men ranged in age from 23 to 65, with an average age of 39 years. The length of 
the current sentence served ranged from 5.5 years to 35.5 years with an average of 17.4 years 
incarcerated. The men self-reported racial identification with 18 African American or Black, 
11 Latino or Hispanic, 6 White or Caucasian, and 2 multiracial. 
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To be clear: the 37 men involved in this project are in no way representative of the 1,864 
men incarcerated at DCC. In order to be eligible for EJP, individuals must have a GED/HSD 
and 60 credit hours of lower-division college courses. EJP’s students tend to be older, have 
served significant time in prison, have been incarcerated as teenagers or in their early 
twenties, and, in their own words, are ‘wiser’ than general population—meaning they have 
changed their behavior and outlook on life as they grew up in prison. Many have renounced 
their gang status and now work to mentor the younger generation at the prison. 
 
1.6 DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS 
 
1.6.1 Phase I—Designing The Research Project 
 
1.6.1.1 On the outside 
In Phase I of data collection and analysis, I created a preliminary interview protocol. I 
framed the potential interview questions by combining my theoretical framework with 
examples of measures of civic engagement in other works on incarceration, citizenship, and 
civil society. Using a grounded theory approach (Charmaz 2014), I began with general 
interview questions and narrowed them down to five main categories: carceral institution, 
political citizenship practices, social citizenship practices, social support, and member’s 
meaning.  
1.6.1.2 In the prison 
As a PAR project, the interview protocol must reflect the issues affecting the 
community members. Over a period of three weeks in July 2016, I met with stakeholders in 
small focus groups of four or five men. I outlined my theoretical framework, research 
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agenda, and preliminary interview protocol. We had open discussions about issues affecting 
their daily lives in prison, including barriers to forming social bonds, resources to addressing 
injustices, and the structural violence of the prison itself. We collaboratively created an 
interview protocol based on general themes that emerged during these discussions.  
 
1.6.2 Phase II—Conducting Interviews 
 
1.6.2.1 In the prison 
After Phase I was complete, I scheduled interviews with a total of 39 stakeholders. 
Scheduling interviews required navigating the bureaucracy of DCC, and requesting 
individual call passes to be issued through a third party for each interview. Call passes had to 
be issued during times that would not interfere with the men’s schedule. Often, I would have 
to reschedule a call pass for an interview because of conflicts with a stakeholder’s job, 
dayroom time, chow, commissary, or other education obligations. One stakeholder withdrew 
from the study because of multiple issues with call passes.  
Interviews were scheduled in three-hour blocks and each took place in one of the 
classrooms in the Education Building. Due to security restrictions at DCC, I was unable to 
bring any equipment in for the interviews. EJP has four laptops secured in a locker in the 
Computer Lab that only EJP instructors have access to during classroom times. I used a 
laptop to take extensive field notes during the interviews. All of the classrooms have 
windows, and other incarcerated men and/or COs would often look in the room during the 
interview. Although this sometimes disrupted the flow of the interview, it was unavoidable. 
At the end of each interview I engaged in PAR and member’s meaning by asking, “What 
questions did I miss? What is important that we did not cover? What action items can we 
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leave with today?” When the interview was over, I connected the laptop to the only printer in 
the Computer Lab and printed the field notes. I then erased the document from and cleared 
the laptop history. 
 
1.6.2.2 On the outside 
I began coding while also conducting interviews, and I continued to code until Phase 
II was complete. Using the framework of grounded theory, I conducted open, axial, and 
selective coding. In open coding, I went go through the data line-by-line and coded all 
concepts and themes. Throughout this process, I did not restrict my particular focus or 
preconceived theories about what I expected to find in the data. As I gathered more data, I 
conducted axial coding by bringing together open codes and categories under general 
categories, and identified relationships. These categories of axial codes represented the 
abstract themes that emerged during the open coding process. 
Throughout the coding process, I engaged in “memoing” by recording my own 
thoughts and reactions as I read through the interview field notes. I also recorded reactions 
after interviews either on breaks between morning and evening interviews or on the hour-
long commutes from the prison. Each interview took nearly the full three-hour schedule, and 
we often discussed emotionally difficult issues related to incarceration, dehumanization, and 
isolation. Memoing after the interviews helped foster my own reflexivity. I am a straight, 
cisgender, multiracial woman of color, who grew up below the poverty line. I have never 
been incarcerated. I have volunteered in programs that work in U.S. prisons or jails since 
2005. I have had loved ones incarcerated but not for more than five years at a time. Despite 
my personal experiences, I in no way understand what it means to be incarcerated. In 
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pursuing member’s meaning, it is important that I am aware of my personal biases and 
assumptions. Keeping track of my reactions and thoughts through memoing was a key part of 
this process. As I progressed through Phase II of data collection, I analyzed memos and 
identified key themes, surprising findings, and areas to explore further. 
 
1.6.3 Phase III—Theory, Debriefing, Validity 
 
1.6.3.1 On the outside 
When I approached saturation, I was able to conduct selective coding, using theory to 
explain the relationship between axial codes and connect to the larger theoretical framework 
of citizenship as a process. It is through this process that the framework of a carceral civil 
society emerged, with the spaces of resistance reflecting the moments of stakeholders 
engaging in social and political citizenship practices. Phase III began when I finished coding 
all interviews. 
1.6.3.2 In the prison 
After I completed selective coding, I met again in small focus groups of four to five 
men to present my findings. We discussed the theoretical framework of a carceral civil 
society to ensure it accurately represented the experiences of the community members. 
Continuing with the three pillars of PAR, we discussed potential flaws in the theoretical 
framework as well as its relevance. These sessions were also an opportunity to check the 
validity of the findings and to verify field notes and direct quotes.  
In these debriefing sessions, we revisited the original issues affecting the prison 
community we identified in Phase I. Throughout Phase II, we had ongoing conversations 
about how the research project could benefit the prison community directly. I was part of 
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these conversations in my capacity at DCC as an instructor, but most of these took place 
amongst the stakeholders and other incarcerated men in the “informal classrooms” (Slater 
2015) on the wing, in the gym, at commissary and on the yard. During Phase III, we were 
able to formulate concrete action items to be put in place through Spring 2018. I am pleased 
to report that, as a result of this research, there are ongoing “town hall” conversations on the 
cell block and proposals for papers, reading groups, and a request submitted to prison 
administration requesting new educational programming. 
 
1.6.4 Methodological Challenges 
 
1.6.4.1 Confidentiality and anonymity  
One unique feature of this project is that most of the men involved chose to use their 
real name in their interview. With IRB approval, the consent form allowed the men to choose 
whether they would like a pseudonym used, or if they would like to use their real name. 
Most, but not all of the men chose to use their real name in their interviews2. At the end of 
the interview, I confirmed their decision. I also confirmed the decision during Phase III after 
the men had time to reflect. The men who decided to identify themselves in the research 
stated that doing so gave them a sense of agency and voice in the project. This created a 
unique challenge in that, by simply using the real name of one stakeholder, it reveals the 
location of the prison. This is the reason I do not use a pseudonym for the name of the prison. 
As a researcher, I felt the need to protect the safety of the stakeholders. However, as a 
researcher engaged in PAR, the need to respect these decisions was more important than my 
own concerns. In most of the interviews the men recalled events that could be viewed as 
                                                
2 Pseudonyms and general number ranges (for age and length of incarceration) are used for those who 
wished to remain anonymous. 
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infractions. Some of these were very small, such as having one book over the allowance in 
their cell—something that happens often, and COs usually look the other way. However, 
these are still rule infractions that could result in disciplinary action. There were also many 
stories of more serious infractions, including gambling, gang activity, and physical assaults. 
Using the names of the community members in this project was not a decision I took lightly. 
Even in this print, sharing this information is risky in itself as the men openly discussed 
topics and their feelings which could result in disciplinary action, transfer to a maximum 
institution, time in segregation, or retaliation from staff or corrections officers. One 
community member withdrew from the project due to these concerns.  
 
1.6.4.2 Bureaucracy of the prison 
Another methodological challenge was the bureaucracy of DCC. Three community 
members were either transferred or released before Phase III began. Due to security 
restrictions of IDOC policies, I am not allowed to have direct contact with these men while 
they are still in the custody of the Department of Corrections; thus, they were unable to 
participate in Phase III. As previously mentioned, I was not allowed to bring in any 
equipment due to security restrictions. In one instance, I was (incorrectly) denied entry for 
the afternoon shift because of a medical device on my body. There was a constant threat of 
lockdown, and, in one instance, the prison was on lockdown when I arrived for an interview. 
In another example, immediately following the interview, COs in the hallway were 
conducting shake downs. This was visible to both of us through the window in the classroom 
door. When the interview was completed, the community member was subjected to a 
shakedown down outside the classroom. There were numerous issues with call passes being 
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honored or distributed properly. One stakeholder withdrew from the program because of 
scheduling issues. 
 
1.6.4.3 Prison environment 
In August 2016, I had conducted an interview in the morning and returned to the prison 
for an evening interview. While I was on the walk, there were men entering and exiting the 
Dietary Building, some of whom were EJP students. When I was directly outside of the 
Dietary Building, I heard a loud gunshot go off inside. There were several chaotic moments 
and yells of “Hit the floor!” and “Get down!” coming from both COs and incarcerated men. 
The men are instructed to sit or lay face down on the ground whenever there is a gunshot or 
security infraction. I crouched down with the men and watched as COs ran inside Dietary. 
Eventually, an officer allowed me to stand and instructed me to go ahead to the Education 
Building. It was unclear if DCC would go on lockdown. About 20 minutes later, EJP students 
began entering the Education Building for a computer lab session. Since the other EJP 
volunteer was stuck outside the gate at the time of the incident, and the community member I 
planned to interview was not allowed to leave his housing unit, I held the computer lab and 
resource room time.  This was the first time a gun had been fired since DCC opened in 1985. 
This incident sparked numerous conversations with the community members, recalling their 
time in maximum facilities when such instances were a weekly occurrence. It was a reflexive 
moment for myself as it reminded me of my privileged position as a volunteer, an instructor, 




1.7 CHAPTERS OF THE DISSERTATION 
 
The next four chapters present the findings of this project situated in the context of the 
research questions stated above.  
Chapter 2 examines how community members engaged in political citizenship 
practices through rights mobilization and collective action. This chapter explores the tactics, 
mobilization strategies, and impact of both violent and non-violent direct action. These 
examples of political citizenship practices took place in a particular sociohistorical context: 
maximum security prisons in Illinois in the late 1990s and early 2000s. 
Chapter 3 explores social citizenship practices community members engage in outside 
of the housing unit, the equivalent of “in the community” in free civil society. These 
narratives reflect the current carceral civil society of DCC, which is one of both structural 
and interpersonal violence. The acts of social citizenship practices in Leisure Time Services, 
the informal classroom (in the gym or on the yard), and educational programming all serve as 
spaces of resistance to this violence. This chapter also outlines the risks and rewards for 
engaging in social citizenship practices in these spaces. 
Chapter 4 considers social citizenship practices that take place “on the block”: the 
housing units. This chapter explores DCC’s carceral civil society as creating a need for 
communal bonds, yet rooted in mistrust. Even still, community members engage in social 
citizenship practices through gaming, cooking, and mentoring. This chapter addresses the 
risks of engaging in these practices and the negative impact of ever-changing rules of the 
prison. 
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Chapter 5 concludes the dissertation with a discussion of (1) theoretical contributions 
of carceral citizenship and carceral civil society (2) a summary of findings (3) the importance 
PAR methodology in carceral settings, and (4) policy implications of this study.
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2 CHAPTER 2: POLITICAL CITIZENSHIP PRACTICES: 
RIGHTS MOBILIZATION IN PRISON 
 
2.1 INTRODUCTION 
This chapter will address the research first research question: What individual, 
institutional, and/or social factors shape the (re)production of carceral civil society? It will 
also address the second research question: What types of political citizenship practices do 
people who are incarcerated engage in? What are the risks? What are the rewards?  
First, this chapter situates political citizenship practices in a specific time and place. 
The narratives shared by community members all took place in the 1990s to early 2000s at 
maximum security institutions when gangs had control of IDOC prisons. This chapter then 
turns to the carceral civil society in these institutions. The narratives reveal dehumanizing 
top-down structural violence in the form of treatment by staff and policies of maximum 
institutions. Also present is bottom-up interpersonal violence in the form of physical 
altercations. And yet, despite these forces, there are spaces of resistance in the form of 
political citizenship practices.  
The next section of the chapter explores the first type of political citizenship 
practices: non-violent direct action. This section examines the tactics, mobilization strategies, 
and impact of these practices. Community members share examples of commissary boycotts, 
hunger strikes, and sit-ins/stand-ins. While these acts transcended gang and race divisions, 
and were largely successful, they were compulsory, and mobilization was achieved by 
coercion. They also came at great cost to some men.  
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The chapter then turns to the more common form of political citizenship practices: 
violent direct action. The tactics used were either planned violence (physical altercations 
with staff) or spontaneous violence (burning and flooding). Unlike non-violent direct action, 
these acts were voluntary. Though they rarely resulted in policy change or resolving the 
grievance, they cultivated a sense of solidarity and gave men an outlet to be heard.  
The final section describes the current culture in IDOC facilities, specifically DCC. This 
section explores reasons why political citizenship practices are not common today. This 
section also sets up the next two chapters by briefly outlining how gang control was 
vanquished and describing why the culture at DCC is different from maximum security 
facilities.  
 
2.2 BEHIND THE WALL: SOCIOHISTORICAL CONTEXT 
The examples of political citizenship practices community members described took 
place in a particular sociohistorical context. In order to understand these practices, we must 
first explore the conditions that allowed for the production of this particular carceral civil 
society. The locations were IDOC maximum security facilities, which have very restrictive 
policies. Men often spend upwards of 23 hours in a cell each day. These narratives also took 
place in a particular time period: when gangs essentially had control of IDOC prisons. The 
next two sections will explore in more detail both the location and time period that facilitated 





2.2.1 Illinois Maximum Security Prisons 
 
All stories of collective action took place in one of four maximum-security Illinois 
state prisons: Joliet Correctional Center3 (opened in 1858), Menard Correctional Center 
(opened in 1878), Pontiac Correctional Center (opened in 1871), and Stateville Correctional 
Center (opened in 1925). Each of these facilities has a concrete wall at least 30 feet high 
surrounding the perimeter. These prisons use double occupancy cells and there are very few 
opportunities for “movement”—time spent outside of the cell. The perimeter wall of Joliet 
CC seen in Figure 2-1. 
Doing time “behind the wall” meant spending time in one of these four maximum-
security institutions. Bernard spent seven years behind the wall at Menard. As he was 
transferred to another prison, he was housed in a temporary receiving unit that had a view 
over the wall of the Chester Bridge approximately two miles from the prison:  
Being able to see a bridge that was miles away, it was amazing. And that was just a 
bridge…my only view of society for seven years was TV until the week before I left. 
They put me in a different building and I saw that bridge. 
—Bernard Patton, 36 years old, incarcerated 17 years 
                                                
3 Joliet closed in 2002 due to state budget cuts and deteriorating conditions of the building. All 
incarcerated men were transferred to Stateville.  
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Figure 2-1: Joliet Correctional Center. Notice 30-foot wall surrounding the perimeter. Source: Google Maps. 
 
Movement is limited, and men typically spend 20 to 23 hours a day in their cell. Men 
are allowed to go for meals in the chow hall three times a day. Approximately once a week, 
men are allowed recreation time from one to three hours depending on the institution. During 
recreation time, men have the option to use the phones, go to the gym/yard, or stay in the 
cell. In some institutions, there are opportunities to attend educational programming 
(elementary level through GED classes) if the classes are staffed. Trips to the commissary 
occurred at most once a week, but typically ran every other week. Once a week, men are 
allowed out of their cells to take showers. Many men took daily “bird baths” in their cells by 
constructing a hose from old wiring and connecting it to the sink in the cell.  
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Lockdowns are a routine part of life behind the wall, occurring when there is a 
security threat and the prison, or certain housing units would go on “C Grade” restrictions. 
During a lockdown, men are confined to their cells 24 hours a day, and all meals are served 
on trays in the cells. Men are not allowed to have visits, recreation time, or trips to 
commissary. Depending on the status of the lockdown, showers once a week may still be 
allowed, though not guaranteed. Maximum institutions constantly cycle between a regular 
schedule and lockdowns. Carlos stated that, in any given year, he would spend a total of four 
to six months on lockdown. He says, “I missed five years of spring…every spring I missed 
the grass coming out.” Because of the timing and cycle of lockdowns, Carlos missed spring 
for five years in a row when he was behind the wall. Lockdowns could last from a couple of 
weeks to over a month, often because of violent altercations either between incarcerated men 
or incarcerated men and staff. Shots fired by corrections officers occurred regularly (about 
once a month) according to community members. Cragg describes the process of “settling in” 
for a lockdown before it is announced after hearing a rifle warning shot: 
You hear the gun cock shoot. Alright. Turn up your radio, take your shoes off. Sit 
back. You’re not going to chow for a while. Get a pen out, start writing [to family] 
“Don’t come visit until you hear from me.” 
—Cragg Hardaway, 38 years old, incarcerated 22 years 
 
2.2.2 When The Mobs Ruled The Joint: Gang Control In Prisons  
Community members describe the 1990s through 2000s as the era when “the mobs 
ruled the joint.” During this time, gang activity was open, accepted, and commonplace in 
IDOC facilities—especially in maximum-security institutions. Predominate gangs originated 
in Chicago and included Vice Lords, Black P. Stones, Latin Kings, Gangster Disciples, Black 
Disciples, and La Raza and are almost universally divided along racial alliances. For 
example, the Latin Kings originated in Chicago in the 1950s and is now the largest Latino 
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gang organization in the U.S. Similarly, the Gangster Disciples began in Chicago in the 
1960s, and members are predominately African American. In 1978, while incarcerated in an 
IDOC facility, the famous gang leader Larry Hoover created an alliance of street gangs called 
the Folk Nation. In response, other gangs organized into the People Nation. Thus, IDOC 
facilities were usually divided into two main factions: People and Folks. If you were 
unaffiliated with a gang you were labeled a “neutron” (neutral) and usually housed in 
protective custody units with people diagnosed with mental disorders, and those who would 
be in danger living in general population.  
Most community members were active gang members at the time of their incarceration. 
As the literature has shown, gangs can provide a sense of belonging, identity, and family. 
Many community members described joining a gang as a natural, expected part of their life 
course while in their youth. Most were incarcerated at a young age (16–21) because of gang-
related activity. Upon entering prison, men were given a choice by their gang: school or 
security. Those who chose security were expected to spend recreation time on the yard with 
the gang, acting with fellow security members to ensure the protection of each other. Those 
who chose school enrolled in the GED course offered by the prison. Angel describes 
choosing the school path: 
[Our] motto was “An uneducated King is a danger to himself”…. There’s always a 
benefit to being educated. Because I was reading the books, I wasn’t gonna be sent 
off to do dirty work. It’s kinda like they groom you: these are gonna be the guys who 
do the dirty work, these guys are gonna run the government. 
—Angel Pantoja, 37 years old, incarcerated 17 years 
 
The men who were in school were expected to use recreation time for studying in the cell, 
not exercising or socializing on the yard. Gang leaders communicated with teachers about the 
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young men’s progress toward the GED exam. If an individual failed the GED exam, he 
would be violated (severely beaten by the gang). As Charles describes, 
[Young men] benefitted because they made the younger guys go to school…. Even 
the gang chiefs knew it was the best thing for those young guys.  
—Charles Bryant, 56 incarcerated 22 years 11 months 
 
Whether security or school, men were expected to adhere to the structured rules of the 
gang, and the larger alliance of People or Folks. The men described the typical “prison 
literature” they would receive when first incarcerated. These texts were officially banned by 
IDOC but are often referred to as required reading for “Prison 101.” The two main books 
were The Art of War by Sun Tzu and The 48 Laws of Power by Robert Greene. In addition, 
men would be given gang literature that varied by organization. On the outside, gang 
members were expected to know the rules, constitution, and pledges of their gangs; on the 
inside, men are expected to memorize the texts, sometimes including up to 100 laws in a 
constitution. For example, the Gangster Disciple daily pledge states:  
We, the folk disciples, pledge whole heartedly our love, life, and loyalty having 
embraced the teachings of our honorable chairman, our covenant are to fully abide by 
all laws and policies set forth by our chairman and executive staff. The doctrine of 
this concept shall serve as a guiding light that shall forever be lit in our hearts and our 
minds. This shall also serve as a constant reminder and motivating force within us. It 
shall also instill within us dedication, determination, and discipline. (BlackGangsta 
2006; GangsterDisciples; GDFOLK 2008) 
 
One community member stated that, when he was on the outside, he did not fully understand 
this pledge even though he said it daily. When he was incarcerated, he was given a dictionary 
by older gang members and was told to study the pledge and rewrite it in his own words.  
As some of the men describe, this structure helped keep things “running smoothly” in 
the prison. The influence of gang leaders went beyond the men who were incarcerated. Most 
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major administrative decisions were run through or influenced by gang leaders in the 
institution. Gang chiefs worked openly with corrections officers and administrative staff to 
manage day-to-day operations in the prison. For example, at intake of a new individual, 
administrative staff knew not to house People and Folks together in the same cell. Further, 
they would typically house men with their own gangs on a particular cellblock. If somebody 
had a request to change cells, he would talk to his gang chief, not the corrections officers. Job 
assignments were also dictated by the gangs. It was the chiefs who decided who worked what 
positions, for how long, and what shifts. Though this structure of gang control did have some 
benefits for individuals, it was largely a system based on coercion and the threat of physical 
violence for violating rules.  
 
2.3 CARCERAL CIVIL SOCIETY 
The carceral civil society produced during this particular sociohistorical context was 
one of violence imposed from the top and the bottom. Top-down structural violence took the 
forms of the dehumanizing process of incarceration and the treatment by the COs. This 
violence took its toll both physically and mentally. Bottom-up interpersonal violence took the 
form of physical beatings. Men were at risk of getting involved in fights although they 
weren’t directly connected to the dispute; rather, because their fellow gang members were in 
a fight, they were expected to join in. Men were also punished by physical beatings by their 
own gangs when they failed to follow the rules. Additionally, some community members 
shared their experiences of losing parts of their own humanity by being the perpetrators of 
violence against others. Despite this environment of structural violence from the top and 
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interpersonal violence from the bottom, community members shared narratives of finding 
spaces of resistance to dehumanizing treatment by engaging in political citizenship practices.  
 
2.3.1 Structural Violence 
Community members described many acts of symbolic and structural violence 
perpetrated by the state. Though some acts were by individual COs and others were more 
symbolic in the use of discourse, they all share a common theme: dehumanization.  
Many of the men described the intake process as being herded like cattle. The 
physical humiliation comes in the form of being “herded” from station to station when you 
first arrive at a prison. Chilly describes this process” 
I was in my jail in Cicero for 3 days, so I fucking stink, I’ve been crying for at least 
two days because I feel like my life is over, and now you’re thrust in this holding tank 
where you have hundreds of stinky dudes who have probably been crying too. You’re 
depressed. You’re hearing about guys talking about the dick doctor, you’re hearing a 
Q-tip is gonna get stuck into your penis. It's like an animal farm, lined up going to 
this doctor doing STD checks, then you’re butt ass naked standing next to these men, 
being strip searched. Being pretty much treated like shit. The physical 
dehumanization is that. 
—Chilly, 37 years old, incarcerated 19 years 6 months 
Chilly’s story of intake at prison is a common one. Groups of men are shuffled from one 
section to another with physicians doing STD checks and giving immunization shots without 
explaining what they are. The men are then forced to do group searches as they strip down 
naked in front of each other, exposing their genitals, and spreading their buttocks. Chilly 
explains that, throughout this process, the COs are constantly demeaning the men. Chilly 




Then you got the mental, you got guards constantly telling you 
“Bend over spread ‘em” 
“Fucking inmates this and that” 
“You deserve this” 
…other aspects, just the vocabulary used to refer when it comes to dealing with us. 
So you go to dietary hall; it’s called “Chow Hall”. I always associated “chow” with 
animals feeding at the trough. You got other words like inmate.  I’ve never liked that 
word. Even though it’s used a lot. “Inmate,” “Convict,” “Offender”: these are all 
words that rub me the wrong way. I think it goes a long way to refer to people by 
their names. 
—Chilly, 37 years old, incarcerated 19 years 6 months 
 
Mikey recalls his first experience in prison at the age of 19. He was transferred 
straight from county jail to Stateville. His wrists were shackled to his waist, which were 
shackled to his ankles. There was a police escort for the four-hour bus ride and no stops for 
streetlights, much less bathroom breaks. Figure 2-2 is of the F House panopticon, where 
Mikey was sent after intake. He described walking up to the housing unit and thinking it was 
as large as a football stadium: 
walking into that house, you look up and see five floors. Endless bars. You see about 
10 cells to your left, 30 or 40 cells down. You see a lot of bars. When you look up at 
the catwalk you see an officer with a shotgun following you. 




Figure 2-2: Stateville Correctional Center, F House Panopticon. Source: Dubois and Goldberg 2002. 
 
Although the gangs had control over much of the decision-making in prisons, abuse 
by COs was still commonplace. John tells the story of the dehumanizing treatment by some 
COs. Officers would pick men and have them fight each other, one on one. The officers 
would place bets on the outcome of the fight, sometimes totaling more than $1,000.  
 You win, you get two peanut butter sandwiches. If you lose, they get nothing. If you 
win you have to do it again, you have to do it again and again and again. That's really 
planting the seed in your head that you’re an animal. 
—John Hughes, 35 incarcerated 20 years 
 
After a few of these fights, John began to lose on purpose, so he would not have to continue. 
The physical beating by another incarcerated man was a better option than to continue along 
the path with the “special treatment” from officers treating him like an animal. 
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2.3.2 Interpersonal Violence 
 
The dehumanizing effects of interpersonal violence were not limited to being the 
victim of attacks. Gregory describes an event when he was 18 years old in a maximum-
security facility. The prison was showing a movie about slavery in the U.S. when a known 
white supremacist became upset, stated he didn’t want to watch the movie, and walked away. 
A group of African American men followed the man, and Gregory (who is also African 
American) followed the group into the bathroom. Gregory states,  
They were giving him a blanket party. They was penetrating him. What can you take 
from a man that he can’t get back? You don’t really look at someone as a human 
being anymore. You think, “What can I take from him, how can I belittle him.”... 
when you see something, you gotta get involved to prevent you from telling. 
—Gregory Marsh, mid-thirties, incarcerated 20 years 
 
As Gregory explains, in some situations, a severe physical beating is not enough; the 
purpose is to humiliate and dehumanize the other person. Gregory goes on to talk about his 
own participation in the gang rape of this man. In order to gain the trust of the men 
perpetrating the rape, Gregory had to participate as well. He goes on to describe how it was 
this period of his life where he felt he “lost himself”—lost what it felt like to be human.  
Community members describe the maximum-security prisons as environments where 
they were constantly aware of the threat of physical danger. In addition to the rivalries 
between the general alliances of People and Folks, there were often altercations within the 
alliances as well. If two members of different gangs began a physical fight, everyone was 
expected to join in. These fights would happen in the yard or in the chow hall. Men were 
expected to react immediately, sometimes with no knowledge of the issue. The men shared 
stories of fighting in the chow hall or on the yard without knowing the reason. They simply 
saw fellow gang members fighting and joined in. In one instance, a community member 
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described an altercation with a member of a rival gang. They purposely fought one-on-one in 
a secluded area so as not to get other people involved. They saw this as a way of handling the 
issue on their own rather than taking it to “the next level” and possibly causing injuries of 
others. Additionally, men were under threat of violence from their own gang members for not 
following the rules. The men shared stories of “being violated”: timed beatings by at least 
two of their fellow gang members.  
 
2.3.3 Space Of Resistance 
 
Carceral civil society exists between the top-down and bottom-up systems of 
violence. Yet, despite these oppressive forces, there is evidence of community members 
engaging in political citizenship practices as forms of resistance to the dehumanizing 
treatment of the prison. Political citizenship practices are defined as collective efforts that 
seek to influence state processes, including rights mobilization and rights-claiming. Gang 
control and long-term investment in the prison community created an environment where 
collective action to address injustice was possible. As Michael says, 
The max joints are more political, more aware of the political ramifications, more 
invested because that’s their future, that’s their life, that’s their community. 
 –Michael Harrell, 37 years old, incarcerated 22 years 
 
The reasons for direct action varied, but as Cragg summarizes, they were all related to  
Recreation time, phone usage, items that were being sold or weren’t being sold on the 
commissary. Things that would make doing time a little easier. Things that rules said 
you had coming that weren’t currently being enforced. 
—Cragg Hardaway, 38 years old, incarcerated 22 years 
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In this environment of extreme deprivation, any of the “things that would make doing time a 
little easier” were crucial to the men’s physical, mental, and emotional health. Situated in this 
context, this research will now turn to these spaces of resistance by examining political 
citizenship practices in carceral civil society in the form of non-violent and violent direct 
action. 
 
2.4 POLITICAL CITIZENS PRACTICES: NON-VIOLENT DIRECT ACTION 
 
This section explores the tactics, mobilization strategies, and impact of non-violent 
direct action as a form of political citizenship practices. The tactics employed were chosen 
because they disrupted the administration in some way. Commissary boycotts affected 
contracts between IDOC and third-party vendors. Hunger strikes were bothersome for prison 
administration because representatives from state offices of IDOC had to be involved. Sit-ins 
and stand-ins disrupted movement in some way. These tactics were organized by gang 
leaders from the top down. Participation in these political citizenship practices transcended 
gang rivalries and racial segregation. However, participation was compulsory and enforced 
by coercion. The consequences of not participating in these rights mobilization tactics was 
physical violence perpetrated by fellow gang members. Many of the community members 
reported not knowing the underlying cause for the mobilization. However, there were some 
exceptions as some community members described being able to identify as a rights-bearer. 
These tactics were typically successful in addressing the grievance, but sometimes at high 




2.4.1  Tactics 
Non-violent direct action tactics were viewed as peaceful protests against a shared 
grievance. Such acts were related to movement, either by refusing to leave the cell or by 
stopping movement when outside of the cell. These included commissary boycotts, hunger 
strikes, and sit-ins/stand-ins. These practices disrupted the prison schedule and were viewed 
as potential security threats by the corrections officers.  
 
2.4.1.1 Commissary boycotts 
A commissary is the prison “store” and the only source of food outside the chow hall. 
Although the food is precooked and packaged, there are numerous ways to “cook” everything 
from Chicago deep-dish pizza to cakes with icing. Commissary food is preferred over chow 
hall food not just because of the quality. As Rosas (2015) states, cooking is a form of 
resistance by reclaiming agency. The commissary is also the only opportunity for men to 
purchase hygiene items like soap, deodorant, shampoo, conditioner, toothpaste, etc.4  
Because of the unpredictable schedule of lockdowns, trips to the commissary are not 
regular nor are they guaranteed. It could be months between visits to commissary, which is 
especially hard on men who do not have the resources to stockpile food or hygiene items. In 
fact, going long periods of time without access to the commissary is often a reason for other 
non-violent direct action. Thus, choosing to boycott the commissary is a significant decision 
with considerable consequences. It is used as a tactic because each prison has contracts with 
outside vendors to keep the commissary stocked. The men interpreted the refusal to purchase 
items at the commissary as interfering with prison profits.  
                                                
4 Appendix B has a sample commissary price list from 2016 DCC; prices and items will be different 
from the commissary available in max institutions during this time period. 
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2.4.1.2 Hunger strikes  
If people refuse a certain number of meals in a row, the prison administration is 
required to notify the main state offices of the IDOC. The men refer to the state offices 
simply as ‘Springfield’ named, of course, for its location. Since individual prisons report to 
Springfield, the prison staff has an interest in ending the hunger strike before they are 
required to report it. Hunger strikes are seen as an effective tactic because of the paperwork 
and extra attention from Springfield that the local prison has to endure. As Curtis describes, 
When you get to the point of hunger strike it's a lot of paperwork [for staff]. You’re 
prepared for it; when you go on hunger strike you usually know before it was coming. 
We are preparing as a community, not everybody going to commissary so everybody 
would just pitch in; protest not going on their food. Especially when you’re behind 
the wall, Menard or Stateville, everybody just refuse chow don't go to 
chow…majority of the time it was successful. 
—Curtis King, 34 years old, incarcerated 17 years 
 
Hunger strikes were defined by IDOC as refusing meals served by the institution. In 
maximum institutions, guards move down the rows of cells and open them one by one to 
allow men out to go to the chow hall. During a hunger strike, after the men in the first six or 
seven cells refuse to leave for chow, the officer would stop the process and (correctly) 
assume everyone on the wing was participating in the strike. When the cellblock was on 
lockdown, meals were served on trays in the cells. As Gerardo describes, 
after two months of not going to commissary, we got tired of not being able to shop 
so we decided to go on a hunger strike and all refused our trays. At least 100 guys, I 
think it was like two whole galleries that did it. We refused all three trays: breakfast, 
lunch, and dinner. Next day Springfield came down and were being politicians 
“What do you want?… OK just eat”  
Next week we could go to commissary. They also changed the policy.... It wasn’t 
hard, I had food in my box, I cheated. I just didn't eat their food. 
—Gerardo Gonzales, 38 years old, incarcerated 16 years 
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As Gerardo describes, men who participated in hunger strikes during the lockdown 
would simply refuse trays. Gerardo also noted the common practice of “cheating” by eating 
food purchased from the commissary and stored in the cell. As Curtis highlights, not 
everyone has the resources to purchase items at the commissary, so, during hunger strikes, 
everyone would pitch in to share commissary food. As Gerardo points out, as long as the men 
did not accept food from the institution, it was considered a hunger strike. Prison 
administration uses different strategies to try to break hunger strikes; the most common is to 
serve food that was not typically on the chow menu. For example, community members 
recalled one hunger strike that was broken by some individuals because the institution served 
fried chicken, which had never been served at chow before. 
 
2.4.1.3 Sit-ins and stand-ins 
Sin-ins and stand-ins occurred outside of the cellblock during movement, well 
organized and planned in advance. During a sit-in, men would enter the chow hall but walk 
past the buffet-style food counters without picking up a tray. They would then sit in silence at 
the chow hall tables. Stand-ins also occurred on the walk, anywhere between the cellblock 
and the chow hall or yard/gym. Depending on the institution, anywhere from 50 to 100 men 
would participate in a sit-in or stand-in at the same time. 
During both the sit-ins and the stand-ins, corrections officers would immediately call 
for order when they notice the disturbance. It wasn’t until a higher-ranking lieutenant arrived 
that the silence would be broken. Pre-designated individuals would speak on behalf of the 
entire group to voice the grievance. These men would be written up for causing the 
disturbance and sent to segregation. Going to seg is the punishment within the prison. It is 
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24-hour isolation, loss of contact visits, and, sometimes, loss of letters and phone calls. 
Although it varies slightly by institution, the typical cell in segregation is 10 feet 8 inches by 
4 feet 8 inches—smaller than a parking spot. As Raylan describes,  
Chow hall: we’d go in, everybody sit down—dead silence. Say nothing.  
Lieutenant says, “What’s wrong?”  
All it takes is one: “We want better food.” 
He goes to seg. He sacrifices, everybody gets better food.  
–Raylan Gilford, 40 years old, incarcerated 22 years 1 month 
 
The men who speak on behalf of the group during sit-ins and stand-ins would be sent 
to seg for six months to a year. In all of the narratives I heard, the men who took on this 
responsibility had life sentences. Solitary confinement cells at Menard can be seen in Figure 
2-3. Once the grievance was addressed, and the individuals who took responsibility taken 
away to seg, the rest of the men would continue with the activity—either grabbing a tray and 
eating in the chow hall or continuing on the walk. Sit-ins and stand-ins were used as a way to 
get the immediate attention of staff, because, in addition to disrupting the schedule of the 




Figure 2-3: Solitary Confinement cells at Menard. Source: Obtained by Randolph County State’s Attorney’s 
Office after a FOIA request, Shapiro 2016. 
 
2.4.2 Mobilization Strategies 
All non-violent direct action tactics were organized from the top-down by gang 
leaders or chiefs and enforced by coercion. This organization at the upper, administrative 
level of the gangs was a collaborative process with heads of rival gangs working together. 
This collaboration crossed individual gang rivalries and the general allegiances of People and 
Folks. The chiefs would identify a problem, and then discuss strategies to address the 
grievance. Joseph describes one instance: 
Prices in commissary were overinflated. I’m a certified paralegal as well, and we 
came across info that the markup of commissary prices for tobacco were over the 
legal limit…so we didn’t go to commissary for a month, 700-800 [men] participated. 
 –Joseph Mapp, 42 years old, incarcerated 23 years 
However, most of the men involved in this project were lower ranking in gang 
hierarchy and often did not know the reasons behind the protest. As Raphael illustrates,  
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Sometimes we went on a hunger strike because other units weren’t going to chow. 
Somebody said, ‘C House is on hunger strike’ so everybody just turned around and 
went back in…. When you’re a foot soldier you don’t understand the politics of 
everything…you’re young and in this tomb. Being behind the wall is like being in a 
graveyard and everybody is a zombie. 
—Raphael Jackson, 39 years old, incarcerated 23 years 4 months 
 
The strategy for mobilization was the use of coercion from fellow gang members. 
Participation in these protests was compulsory, as Cragg explains, 
Absolutely you had to participate. It was just a fact.  
“We aren’t going to the store this week.”  
It wasn’t something like how it’s done in the street; it wasn’t announced in front of 
people. It’s not like a vote by committee thing, it’s just what the business is. 
—Cragg Hardaway, 38 years old, incarcerated 22 years 
 
John described the consequences for not participating in a hunger strike: 
I only lasted one day, I couldn’t do it. I was in a max prison. I was in a gang. I don’t 
fully know the details to this day. The person who had the cell house said,  
“Hey we aren’t going to chow, we’re not gonna eat.” 
I don’t know what it was about. Maybe somebody got into it with an officer and 
wanted to flex. I only lasted half a day, I couldn’t do it, I was hungry... I got violated.  
—John Hughes, 35 years old, incarcerated 20 years 
 
“Getting violated” is physical punishment, getting beaten up by one’s fellow gang members. 
Although the main mobilization strategy was coercion via physical harm, there were 
instances when the individuals who were participating did connect with the larger effect of 
rights-claiming. In these cases, the reasons for the protests were explained to the men. In one 
example of a commissary boycott, there was a program called “Lifer Coupons”; people who 
had life sentences (40+ years) were able to get discounts for premium commissary items such 
as McDonald’s, Dunkin Donuts, and pizza. Raylan, who qualified for the Lifer Coupons, 
explained his first experience with a commissary boycott: 
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One of the heavies say we boycotting the Lifers [Coupons], don’t buy nothing. I’m 
young, don’t understand strength in numbers, as soon as he leave I said fuck it. I 
bought two deep dish pizzas with sausage, four boxes of donuts… I was walking 
back… I see two big ass dudes and think, “Man they ready to fuck somebody up.” 
… the closer I got I started to realize they were for me. Such and such took me for a 
walk, brother took pity on me even though a lot of people wanted to smash.  
He said, “not everybody has money like that, so we are boycotting so everybody can 
come back with two deep dish pizzas with sausage, four boxes of donuts.”  
He knew my order even though I just left commissary!… Everybody got in on it, GE, 
Vice Lords, Kings, BDs, Neutrons, the homosexuals… and the prices came down too, 
and I realized the power of unity in numbers.  
—Raylan Gilford, 40 years old, incarcerated 22 years 1 month 
 
The consequence for not participating in the commissary boycott was getting beaten 
up by your own gang, and, as Raylan points out, many people including himself thought 
that’s what his punishment was going to be. Instead, an older and higher-ranking gang 
member chose to explain the reasons behind the boycott, which had a meaningful impact on 
Raylan. He went on to discuss how he was more open to participating in other protests after 
that experience. Raylan also explained the unity between different groups who took part in 
the boycott: gangs that were typically rivals, “neutrons”—men who were not affiliated with a 
gang (neutral), and “the homosexuals” who were considered a separate group in their own 
right. 
The literature on rights mobilization illustrates the empowering effects rights-claiming 
has on marginalized populations (McCann 1994). However, in the case of compulsory 
participation in rights mobilization, the link to empowerment and rights-claiming is more 
complex. Even in the cases where men were aware of the transgression of their rights, there 
was still a sense of coercion in participation. It was not a choice. This is more aligned with 
rights being imposed on the individual by their gang leaders. As Raylan’s story suggests, 
some of these moments were empowering as he felt solidarity with other groups who also felt 
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wronged. However, as other narratives illustrate, often, the men did not identify as rights-




With a few exceptions, these tactics were successful. Prison administration would 
either address the immediate concern or work with gang leaders to come to a resolution. It is 
unclear if there were ever any “official” policy changes—for example, documentation from 
the prison stating changes in commissary prices were the direct result of a boycott. As far as 
the men were concerned, prices came down and that was good enough. These tactics 
reinforced the mob rule in the prison. The gangs had the power to shut down the commissary, 
the chow hall, and movement on the walk.  
The impact on individuals participating is complex. There is physical harm to the men 
when they choose not to participate, which is a unique finding in social movement research. 
There was also the impact of the physical toll on the body when one does participate in 
certain protests, as Carlos explains: 
I did about 10 total hunger strikes… [one was] three and a half days, and I didn’t have 
any food saved up, after two days I drank a glass of water and it sounded like a well, 
you could hear the echo. 
—Carlos Mendoza, late thirties, incarcerated more than 20 years 
 
Sit-ins and stand-ins were also risky since they could be seen by staff as a precursor to 
violence. The men who spoke on behalf of the collective during sit-ins and stand-ins took the 
biggest risks. In addition to being written up for a ticket, they were isolated in segregation for 
six months to a year. These individuals could not benefit from the resolution of the 
grievance. Although despite these risks, as Raylan’s story earlier hinted at, these protests 
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cultivated a sense of solidarity that could cross gang rivalries and race divisions. The impact 
of a sense of solidarity combined with the sacrifice of others is especially powerful in another 
account by Raylan:  
We were on lockdown for 90 days, no commissary, no yard, no phone calls. Coming 
back from chow, we stop on the walk.  
COs start yelling, “Move the line! Move the line!” everybody stay silent.  
Lieutenant comes out. “What’s wrong?” 
One guy says, “We want commissary.”  
“OK. Cuff up. You’re going to seg.” 
 Another guy says, “We want yard.”  
“OK. Cuff up. You’re going to seg.” 
Heavy [gang chief] gives me a look; we move the line. That day they ran us to 
commissary, then to yard. 
 
Raylan went on to describe how he used yard time to call home for the first time in 90 days: 
I called home, talked to my little brother…. He said he loved me…that was the last 
time I talked to my brother, he was murdered that night…. They did a year in seg for 
me to get that phone call. Never saw them again; they did a year in seg and I got 
transferred. They never knew what they did for me.  
—Raylan Gilford, 40 years old, incarcerated 22 years 1 month 
 
Raylan’s narrative illustrates the power and importance of these political citizenship 
practices. Engaging in rights mobilization tactics had a lasting impact on Raylan and 
demonstrates the importance of resisting structural violence. This experience cultivated 
Raylan’s sense of solidarity with the men who sacrificed on his behalf, despite never seeing 
them again.  
 
2.5 POLITICAL CITIZENSHIP PRACTICES: VIOLENT DIRECT ACTION 
This section explores the tactics, mobilization strategies, and impact of violent direct 
action as a form of political citizenship practices. One tactic used was planned acts of 
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violence and, like non-violent direct action, was organized by gang leaders. More 
commonplace was spontaneous acts of violence, including burning objects and flooding 
cells. These actions occurred in the moment, arising out of a sense of solidarity in response to 
long-standing grievances. Though the grievances may not be resolved, these political 
citizenship practices allowed the men to have their voices heard by staff.  
 
2.5.1 Tactics 
I would like to stress that the use of violence was not taken lightly. As Cragg and 
Nikia describe, violent acts were the result of built-up frustration of not being heard, 
combined with the reality of a long prison sentence. Cragg described the feeling of 
hopelessness when serving a long sentence, 
Individuals that are hopeless, not being heard, they tend to strike out and lash out. 
And that happens a lot…more often than not you have guys who have time that you 
can’t even fathom. Guys know they are never going home. Guys getting 50 years, 60 
years, and you have to do every day of it.… Guy who has 50 years and he is 30 years 
old, man with this healthcare you aren’t gonna live that long anyways. The slightest 
thing can set him off. 
 –Cragg Hardaway, 38 years old, incarcerated 22 years 
 
Nikia illustrates the frustration of not being heard, 
You’ve told an officer or a staff person about a thing over and over and over and they 
don’t do anything… [violent acts] inappropriate ways but behind the wall they were 
appropriate… They weren’t listening, what’s the point of hunger striking? 
 –Nikia Perry, 38 years old, incarcerated 21 years 
The representations of prisons in the media often portray a stereotypically violent and 
chaotic environment. Though the events described below reflect this violence, these are by 
no means representative of everyday life in prison. Rather, they are physical manifestations 
of resistance to the structural violence and dehumanization of incarceration.  
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2.5.1.1  Planned violence 
Planned violent acts were coordinated physical altercations with corrections staff. In 
certain sections “on the walk” from the cellblock to the chow hall or commissary, the men 
would be locked between two gates with guards. It is in that space where men would 
instigate fights with the officers. These incidents would be planned well in advance, and the 
men would be prepared for the altercation before leaving their cells. Corrections officers 
would sometimes anticipate these planned fights, and one maneuver was to have a CO who 
was known for getting along with incarcerated men in the escort. These COs were often ones 
who treated the men with dignity and respect. One community member described an incident 
where, even though he liked the CO, he knew he had to participate in the fight. He said that, 
once the altercation began, the CO “took a dive” after a softer punch.  
These events were obviously very dangerous for everyone involved and resulted in 
physical harm for both the incarcerated men and corrections staff. This tactic was used for 
various reasons and was usually a response to a long-standing grievance. These incidents 
were high-risk since they triggered an automatic lockdown for the cellblock or the whole 
prison.  
2.5.1.2 Spontaneous violence 
Spontaneous acts of violence were more commonplace and often occurred after long 
periods of a lockdown. IDOC maximum institutions have cells stacked four to six units high 
in a panopticon with a guard tower in the middle. Burning and flooding were two methods to 
get the attention of the guards in the tower. The goal was to cause as much damage as 
possible to prison property and create as much of a mess as possible for staff to clean up. 
Burning and flooding took place in the housing unit while the men were in their cells. The 
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“bubble” is the guard tower that held the COs5 and is located directly in the middle of the 
rounded housing unit. Figure 2-4 shows a view from the ground level of the bubble. 
 
 
Figure 2-4: Stateville Correctional center, view from ground level of the bubble. Source: Gursky 2002. 
 
2.5.1.3 Burning 
Burning involved lighting things on fire and tossing them out of the cell. A flame 
could be sparked using pencil lead in an electric socket and used to light an empty milk 
carton on fire. The flame could then be passed on to neighboring cells. In addition to making 
a mess, the goal was to create enough smoke to block the view from the guard tower. The 
guard towers were equipped with large water hoses. However, the design only allowed for 
                                                
5 See Figure 1-2 
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the hose to point in one direction—and the hose could not point down. The objective, then, 
was to aim the burning objects as close to the base of the tower as possible so that the water 
hose could not reach them and the smoke was more likely to obstruct the guard tower 
windows. As Jesus explained, 
There’s a hierarchy for burning. Hard plastic is the best thing; it burns longer even if 
the hose comes out, it takes longer to burn out... Then cardboard. Then books or any 
extra papers. People burn their sheets, mattresses, whatever you can. You have an 
extra pillow you can part with and you’re in the spirit? That’s going out there too. Old 
gym shoes. Aim it in front of the tower? That’s even better. It brings camaraderie 
between inmates—you got fire down there??—it’s like the cavemen passing it along.  
—Jesus Garcia, late thirties, incarcerated over 20 years 
 
2.5.1.4 Flooding 
Spontaneous acts of violence also included flooding. Men would clog the toilets and 
keep flushing until the entire gallery was flooded. Jesus explained this process: 
Take everything you own and want to keep safe in a plastic bag, put it on your 
mattress—you’re not gonna be sleeping. You keep flushing, it will probably stay like 
that for two days. Your feet will wrinkle up like prunes, there’s also piss and shit. 
They don’t come around to feed you, if you had no food in your box you’re stuck.  
—Jesus Garcia, late thirties, incarcerated over 20 years 
 
Flooding affected everyone on the cellblock whether or not an individual participated. After 
clogging and continuous flushing, the water would eventually overflow into the cell. This 
process was repeated until each of the four to six floors of the stacked cell houses were 
flooded. As Jesus described, he would try to protect his personal property as best as he could. 
Individuals and their cellie would store important items in bags on the top bunk. The 
overflowing toilets would cause water to be ankle deep before running off the hall. This 
would usually last one to two days. In addition to debris from other cells floating around, 
there was also human waste. When the men had to use the restroom, they were forced to use 
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the overflowing toilets. There were no meals served during flooding episodes. The only food 
available was what might be saved up from the commissary and was protected before the 
flooding began.  
 
2.5.2 Mobilization Strategies 
Planned fights were organized in the same way as non-violent protests: in a top-down 
manner with the leaders from different gangs making the decisions. In spontaneous acts of 
violence, there was obviously no time to organize beforehand. It was very much a bottom-up, 
“in the moment” decision within the cellblock. Mobilization for spontaneous acts of violence 
was facilitated by a sense of solidarity amongst the men. Though some may be from different 
gangs or have different gang alliances, as one of the community members stated, “we’re in 
this shit together—literally we were ankle deep in sewage water.”  
These acts were against representatives of the state: corrections staff or state property. 
In the stories the community members shared, there were no real consequences for not 
participating in these actions. For the planned violent acts, men had the option of staying in 
their cell instead of going on the walk. This differs from non-violent direct action in that 
participation was completely voluntary. In the spontaneous acts of violence, burning or 
flooding affected individuals on the cellblock whether or not they participated. The chaos of 
these events made it difficult to even track who was participating. Rather than coercion, 
mobilization was encouraged by a sense of solidarity.  
These acts of violence were forms of resistance to the dehumanization of incarceration. 
Rather than random violent acts, these are examples of political citizenship practices, 
reactions to long-standing grievances in an environment of deprivation where men had 
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almost no rights. These actions formed a sense of solidarity in resisting authority, pushing 
back against the structural violence imposed by the state, and demanding to be heard.  
 
2.5.3 Impact 
On an institutional level, these tactics were guaranteed methods of getting an 
immediate response from staff, although that response was usually more violence. In the 
cases where the men were drawing attention to the medical needs of someone, these tactics 
were successful since that person would be taken to healthcare. However, outside of medical 
care, the reasons that prompted the use of these tactics were often varied or responses to 
multiple long-standing grievances. It is not surprising then that there was no clear policy 
changes, either official or unofficial. 
The main impact on the individual was the risks involved in participating in these 
acts. Bodily harm was of course a main concern. In an environment with inadequate 
healthcare, a small injury could cause serious problems. There was also a risk of damage to 
material possessions during a flooding or burning event. Additionally, after any violent 
protest, the cellblock would either go on lockdown or, if they were already on lockdown, that 
time would be extended. Despite these risks, violent protests cultivated a sense of solidarity 
that was more pronounced than that of non-violent protest. For example, when one cellblock 
went on lockdown after a planned fight, other men in the prison were prepared to “do their 
part” to help. Since all meals were served on trays during a lockdown, some of the men who 
had jobs working in the kitchens would smuggle extra food on the trays. One community 
member described the carts that held the trays being so heavy with extra food it was hard to 
push along the gallery.  
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The sense of solidarity was most salient when men on the cellblock would engage in 
burning to get the attention of a guard due to someone’s health concerns. As JoeJoe 
explained, 
We’d be yelling—"Help CO! CO we need help!” Everybody would chime in, start 
hollering…now guys go from yelling to beating on the bars to throwing out lit 
newspaper magazines or books…it would seem like a long time, but maybe only 15-
20 minutes but that’s still a long time when people were having chest pains. 
—Joseph Mapp, 42 years old, incarcerated 23 years 
 
Although these acts were risky and often resulted in more violence, in these moments, 
spontaneous violence was the only recourse. There was literally no other space as the men 
were trapped in their cells. 
 
2.6  POLICE TOOK THE JOINT BACK: IDOC CONTROL IN PRISONS 
Community members stated that the current culture at DCC is far from the memories 
of being behind the wall. In the early 2000s, police started to take the joint back from gang 
control, largely the result of a scandal revealing the extent of lack of control in Stateville. 
IDOC took action to break the gang structure in most of the facilities. In addition, DCC is a 
medium-security facility. Though there is restricted movement compared to other medium-
security IDOC facilities, DCC has the reputation of being a daycare since not much goes on. 
There is also a different culture at DCC as men are closer to their outdates. 
 
2.6.1 The Speck Tapes 
In 1996, the Illinois state legislature publicly showed videos obtained by Chicago 
journalist Bill Kurtis. The videos were filmed in 1988 inside Stateville and showed Richard 
Speck, a man convicted of the murders of eight women in 1967, a case that gained national 
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attention. The Stateville video showed Speck engaging in sexual activity with another 
incarcerated man, consuming cocaine, and other illegal acts. A famous line from the video 
depicts Speck saying, “If only they knew how much fun I was having, they’d turn me loose” 
(Johnson 1996; Time 1996). The tapes sparked outrage and a series of hearings on IDOC. 
This led to IDOC cracking down on security across institutions.  
One result of these hearings was increased training of COs and the creation of a 
specialized, militarized unit (discussed in Chapter 3). However, the main effect of the Speck 
Tapes was IDOC opening the state’s first supermax facility, Tamms Correctional Center in 
1998. Tamms was designed for 24-hour isolation for all men who were incarcerated there. 
IDOC transferred men who were identified as gang leaders from across the state to isolation 
at Tamms indefinitely. Although Tamms was eventually closed in 2013 due to budget cuts 
and accusations of human rights violations, the strategy was successful in breaking the 
predominant gang rule in Illinois prisons. When asked if collective action was possible with 
the current lack of gang control, Edward replied, 
 
Those kind of group protests are grounds for disciplinary actions. If there was a labor 
strike or petition, they would take you straight to seg, or “If you don't want to work, 
OK. There’s 1,000 other guys who want your job.”  
There’s no cohesion on that scale, probably because there’s no gang element…there’s 
no chief telling you everybody is going to go on strike. 
—Edward Williams, mid-twenties, incarcerated almost 10 years 
 
To be sure, gangs are still present in IDOC institutions, and still hold power over 
individual members. However, the current extent of organization and communication is 
nothing close to what it was twenty years ago. Known gang chiefs and leaders are isolated 
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from the general population. As Edward illustrates, without the hierarchy of order and 
consequences of not participating, collective action is not possible. 
 
2.6.2 Ending Your Bit At Danville Daycare 
 
In every interview, community members stated that there is no possibility for 
collective action currently at DCC. Some men recall the stories of protest with a sense of 
nostalgia, and many stated that the harsh or unfair treatment they currently receive from COs 
and administration would have never happened in the past. DCC has a zero-tolerance policy 
for any actions that could be deemed a “security threat.” Any behavior that is viewed as 
organizing results in disciplinary actions and retaliation by staff. A common sentiment is 
individuals would be “on a bus full of gas” the moment they tried any collective action, 
meaning they would be shipped to a maximum facility immediately. This feeling is more 
than just conjecture, as there was one incident where COs believed men were organizing and 
transferred 20 individuals within hours of the alleged event. In short, as Curtis stated, 
 
Never happen at this joint. Never happen. 
—Curtis King, 34 years old, incarcerated 17 years 
Maximum institutions do not have dayroom or much of the programming at DCC. In 
addition, maximum facilities are located in rural areas further removed than the city of 
Danville, which can cause problems for family and loved ones visiting from Chicago. DCC 
has the nickname “Danville Daycare” because of the medium-security level, dayroom, and 
programming available. When discussing the warning shot fired in the summer of 20166, 
Larry stated, 
                                                
6 See Chapter 1 for details. 
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Danville is a daycare center; nothing happens here. Facility has been here for 31 years 
and [the gunshot] was the first time ever in the history of this place.  
—Larry Barrett, 31 years old, incarcerated 10 years 
As Miguel outlined earlier, maximum institutions were more political because they 
were viewed as the place men would spend the rest of their life (or the next significant part of 
their life). At DCC most, if not all, the community members have an outdate in the 
foreseeable future. The men talk about coming up “short on time,” meaning they have about 
five years or fewer on their sentence. John described the difference in the culture when men 
have an outdate: 
[In the] max joint, 45 years is considered short. Guys have life, 100 years.... Then you 
go to a prison where guys have six months to two years, it's a culture shock. 
—John Hughes, 35 years old, incarcerated 20 years 
 
Some community members described the difference in their outlook on life at the beginning 
of their bit compared to being short. As Henry noted, 
I was locked up at 29 years old and I had 40 calendars to do. It was only recently I 
realized I might survive my bit… [My] out date is three years away. That’s if I don’t 
lose any goodtime. With an 80-year sentence, I earned 40 years of goodtime. Let 
some of these guys doing this time stick their necks out.  
—Henry Livingston, 65 years old, incarcerated 35 years 
The realization that he might live to be released changed his outlook on how he did his time. 
Henry went on to outline the generational difference with the younger men coming in to the 
prison system. Though he was active in mobilization early on, he felt he had done his part in 






This chapter explored political citizenship practices in maximum-security Illinois 
prisons in a specific sociohistorical context. It then outlined the current barriers to political 
citizenship practices at DCC. This research demonstrates rights mobilization and social 
movement strategies as evidence of men engaging in political citizenship practices while in 
prison. These political citizenship practices take the form of both violent and non-violent 
direct action. The research demonstrates that gang rule provided the infrastructure and 
organization to allow collective action. However, the mobilizing strategies for non-violent 
direct action were centered on coercion. Though participating in violent direct action was 
voluntary, the result was a sense of solidarity that transcended gang rivalries and racial 
barriers. The benefits of engaging in these forms of political citizenship practices were both 
implicit and explicit. The explicit included the particular grievance being usually addressed 
with success, typically through the restoration of privileges or resources. The implicit reward 
is the sense of solidarity with others in an environment that dehumanizes individuals both by 
top-down structural violence by the state and bottom-up interpersonal violence by other 
incarcerated men.  
At DCC, these stories of political citizenship practices through rights mobilization 
and collective action are viewed as an era long gone. However, since “the police took the 
joint back,” this space of agency and resistance in the midst of a double-victimization is still 
present. The threat of physical harm is no longer there in the ways it once was, but there is an 
interpersonal violence of another kind through mistrust in a “culture of snitching.” The next 
chapter will address this new form of interpersonal violence by examining social citizenship 
practices in the form of formal volunteering in carceral civil society.
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3 CHAPTER 3: SOCIAL CITIZENSHIP PRACTICES IN THE NEIGHBORHOOD 
 
3.1 INTRODUCTION 
As defined in Chapter 1, social citizenship practices are formal and informal 
community-building actions rooted in trust and care. These include social bonds and 
interactions based on mutual aid. This chapter will explore social citizenship practices on the 
yard, in the gym, and in the Education Building at Danville Correctional Center (DCC). 
Other than job assignments, these spaces are the only opportunities men have to engage with 
each other outside of the cellblock. These practices allow the (re)production of different 
communities, allowing the men to engage with a new identity. This chapter explores social 
citizenship practices ‘in the neighborhood’ in the current carceral civil society of DCC. That 
is, social citizenship practices of community building outside of living quarters in the prison. 
Specifically, these practices occurred during rec time on the yard or in the gym, as well as in 
the Education Building of DCC.  
This chapter begins with a description of carceral civil society in DCC at the time of 
this study. It will outline state-sanctioned violence using examples of actions by staff and the 
structural violence of prison policies. It then describes interpersonal violence—not that of 
physical altercations as described in Chapter 2 but the devastating effects of a snitch culture 
at DCC. The chapter then highlights the spaces of resistance and introduces the reader to “the 
neighborhood.” 
The next section explores social citizenship practices in the gym and on the yard. Rec 
time, sports tournaments, and the informal classroom are all examples of community building 
on a foundation of trust that allows the men to add different dimensions to their identities. 
71 
 
Next the chapter turns to social citizenship practices in the Education Building. These are 
focused around developing new identities: as college students, not prisoners; and from 
college student to teacher. The fragility of these spaces is outlined in this section, as is the 
positive effects of community building. These examples illustrate that despite the oppressive 
nature of carceral civil society, there are spaces of resistance to these barriers as community 
members share examples of social citizenship practices.  
 
3.2 CARCERAL CIVIL SOCIETY: BARRIERS TO SOCIAL CITIZENSHIP 
PRACTICES 
After the embarrassment of the “Speck Tapes,” the IDOC began revamping their 
policies and practices. This worked in tandem with the “tough on crime” crackdowns in the 
streets of Chicago in the late 1990s and early 2000s. The removal of gang leaders from 
general population prisons, combined with the increased militarization of the corrections 
officers and staff, led to the breakdown of gang rule in prisons. Over the years, the “police 
took the joint back.” While maximum institutions still have the threat of physical violence 
from other incarcerated men or from staff, the stories of community members in this chapter 
focus on the current state at DCC.  
The carceral civil society at DCC is one oppressed by both state-sanctioned violence 
and interpersonal violence. Similar to the structural violence in maximum institutions 
outlined in Chapter 2, state-sanctioned violence takes the form of both actions by prison staff 
and prison policies. Since the police took the joint back, a different type of interpersonal 
violence has replaced the daily threat of physical beatings: a culture of mistrust. Since social 
citizenship practices require a foundation of trust, the snitch culture at DCC constrains any 
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forms of community building. Even still, there are spaces of resistance to state-sanctioned 
violence and interpersonal violence as community members share narratives of social 
citizenship practices in the neighborhood. 
 
3.2.1 State-Sanctioned Violence 
After the early 2000s, state-sanctioned violence from the top-down in medium-
security institutions took the form of both overt acts by corrections staff, and covert 
institutional policies. Though there were no shortages of examples of dehumanizing 
treatment in prison, this section will focus on a particular case at DCC by a specialized force 
of IDOC staff members called Orange Crush. This section will then explore the ways in 
which the policies and ever-changing rules at DCC make it difficult for men to engage in 
citizenship practices.  
 
3.2.1.1 Orange Crush: Shakedowns by staff 
In response to the 1971 Attica uprising and other prison rebellions in the late 1970s 
and early 1980s, many state corrections departments created specialized forces (Thompson 
2017. These tactical teams resemble local police SWAT teams: dressing in riot gear and 
operating as a military unit. Nationally, these became known as the Special Operations 
Response Teams (SORTs). In Illinois, the SORT is known as Orange Crush. The IDOC 
Orange Crush garners its name from the orange uniforms the members wear7; Figure 3-1 is a 
photo of the Orange Crush uniform patch. After the Speck tapes controversy in the late 
                                                
7 The name is a play on the UIUC Illini Basketball fan base, ‘Orange Krush’ who are known for 
wearing all orange during games. 
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1990s, Orange Crush was one tactic used by IDOC to root out contraband, respond to riots, 





The following narrative is based on a compilation of stories from community 
members who endured a major shakedown at DCC. In the fall of 2014, Orange Crush 
conducted a three-week shakedown of DCC. Dressed in riot gear and orange jumpsuits, 
Orange Crush started the processes with military-style marching chants. Figure 3-2 is a photo 
of an Orange Crush unit marching into Menard. Once on a particular wing, the Orange Crush 
officers would then strip search the men in their cells. In the small 10’x6’ space, both men in 
a cell were ordered to strip down naked. Officers then conduct the strip search starting with 
searching the mouths, behind the ears, and between toes. The men are next asked to run their 
fingers through their hair to shake out any items that may be hidden. One man reported that 
even though he was bald, he was yelled at for not complying with orders when asked to run 
Figure 3-1: IDOC Orange Crush uniform patch. 
Source:  PrisonOfficer.org 2008  
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his fingers through his hair. Threatened with physical abuse or disciplinary action, the man 
ran his fingers over his baldhead in order to comply. Next, the two men in the cell are asked 





The men were then handcuffed and lined up single-file to be marched to the gym. The 
men were placed in “stress positions” with their hands behind their backs and their heads 
bent forward. They were instructed to place their head on the back of the person walking in 
front of them and to not look up. They walked downstairs and through cold and rainy 
weather conditions for approximately 760 feet to the gym in the Education Building. Some 
men did not have time to put on their regular shoes and made the walk in their shower shoes. 
Figure 3-2: Orange Crush marching into Menard, 
1998. Source: IDOC Shakedowns. N.d. 
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Once in the gym, the men were told to line up with their forehead pressed against the 
wall. With their hands still cuffed behind their backs, they were forced to stay in this position 
for approximately two hours while Orange Crush tossed their cells. During this time, an 
elderly man repeatedly asked for assistance because he was unable to stand for long periods 
of time. He reportedly eventually began to cry in pain before collapsing on the ground. In 
other accounts, men shared that they witnessed others urinating on themselves because they 
were not allowed to use the bathroom. When men would ask to use the bathroom or complain 
of being in pain, the response from the COs was “Fuck you inmate, get your head back on the 
wall!” Odell described the impact the Orange Crush shakedown had on him: 
 They do Orange Crush: come through, you gotta strip buck naked. Bend over and 
cough. Lift up your feet. See some of these officers—even if they don't talk to you 
[harshly]—you see them talking to other guys like little kids. You aren’t a man 
anymore; you hear how people on the outside never getting a chance. Just because 
you made a mistake you get punished for it your whole life. You think about that like, 
man, am I really part of humanity? Seems like majority of people are against you. 
Growing up where most of us come from you don't feel like you’re part of society 
anyway. You don't really think about being human in the intellectual sense. But when 
you come to a place like this and they strip you down, talking to disrespectful—
you’re not a man. You’re less than who you are...you really feel that dehumanization. 
—Odell Whitehorn Jr., 35 years old, incarcerated 16 years 
 
Odell detailed the impact of witnessing IDOC staff belittling others. He stated that coming 
from an already-marginalized community to prison magnifies the impact of dehumanization. 
When the men were marched back to their cell, they returned to find all of their belongings 
dumped out in the cell, a common practice in any shakedown. Photos and paperwork were  
left in the toilet. Fans, TVs, and glasses were broken. One man reported legal documents 
pertaining to his case were missing. Figure 3-3 shows an Orange Crush member shaking 




Marcus states,  
Every time they go through your cell for a shakedown, sometimes stuff gets broke 
and they say it’s an accident. You can’t prove it wasn’t an accident. At the end of the 
day, you say something and it’s your word over theirs. 
—Marcus Emmerson, mid-thirties, incarcerated over 15 years 
The Orange Crush team took three weeks to complete the shakedown in each housing unit at 
DCC. During this time, DCC was on a full 24-hour lockdown. There was no movement 
allowed, no time out of the cell for dayroom, and showers were allowed only once a week. 
 
In 2015, a class action lawsuit was filed against Orange Crush for civil rights 
violations.8 No community member at DCC is directly involved in this suit. However, the 
charges filed describe some of the same treatment the men at DCC endured. The lawsuit was 
                                                
8 Demetrius Ross v. Gossett, et al., 3:15-cv-00309 Lawsuit filed by Lovey & Lovey and Upton 
People’s Law Center. 
 
Figure 3-3: Orange Crush member shaking down a cell at Menard, 1998. 
Source: IDOC Shakedowns. N.d. 
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filed based on shakedowns at four other facilities and alleges Orange Crush members were 
emotionally, physically, and sexually abusive during the shakedown. To date, there are 232 
individuals named as defendants in the suit, and one slot reserved for “Unknown Members of 
Tactical Team Known as ‘Orange Crush’.” As of October 30, 2017, the case is still pending. 
 
3.2.1.2 Exercise, school, or shower? Institutional barriers to civic engagement outside the 
cell 
In addition to actions by staff, prison policies and lack of resources create structural 
barriers to social citizenship practices outside the cellblock. DCC offers more programming 
than most IDOC facilities, including basic education courses, college-level courses, 
vocational certification, and personal development courses. However, budget cuts and a lack 
of staff over the last five to seven years has resulted in a dramatic decrease in these programs. 
For example, the Education Building has the capacity for vocational programs and 
certification offered by IDOC. For years, men could take classes and become certified in 
Automotive Technology, Career Technology, Commercial Custodian, Construction 
Occupations, Horticulture, and Tech-Related Math. These vocational courses were especially 
popular with men who were close to the end of their sentence and preparing for reentry. 
However, in January 2016, DCC closed the vocational programs due to funding and staff 
shortages (IDOC January 1, 2011; IDOC April 1, 2011; IDOC July 1, 2011; IDOC October 
1, 2011; IDOC January 1, 2012; IDOC April 1, 2012; IDOC July 1, 2012; IDOC October 1, 
2012; IDOC January 1, 2013; IDOC April 1, 2013; IDOC July 1, 2013; IDOC October 1, 
2013; IDOC January 1, 2014; IDOC April 1, 2014; IDOC July 1, 2014; IDOC October 1, 
2014; IDOC January 1, 2015; IDOC April 1, 2015; IDOC July 1, 2015; IDOC October 1, 
2015; IDOC January 1, 2016; IDOC April 1, 2016). Gaining access to basic education 
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courses is another area that has suffered because of budget and staff issues. An independent 
prison-watch group noted long waitlists and insufficient staff to cover Adult Basic Education 
(ABE), Adult Secondary Education (ASE) and General Educational Development (GED) 
classes (JHA 2011; JHA 2013). ABE and GED classes are mandatory by state law, and, 
although there are no current official numbers for how many men are on the waitlist for these 
classes, at the time of this research, there were an average of 258 men enrolled in these 
courses (IDOC July 1, 2016; IDOC October 1, 2016).  
For those who are fortunate enough to attend regular programming in the Education 
Building, doing so does not come without a cost. A change in job assignment might mean 
dropping a class or missing an event. Some men work third shift and attend class early in the 
morning after working a 10–12 hour shift.  Perhaps most importantly, the timing of classes 
and programs often overlap with dayroom. This means making a decision between attending 
class or an event, taking a shower, calling a loved one, or missing out on the few moments 
alone in a cell.  
The rotating schedule of dayroom9 and rec time also constrains the opportunities men 
have to engage with others outside their deck or housing unit. Oftentimes, dayroom overlaps 
with rec time, thus creating the same dilemma as choosing to attend educational 
programming: whether to use the time for showers, for making phone calls, or for exercise in 
the gym/yard. Only certain decks in each housing unit go to rec time together, meaning 




                                                
9 Appendix C details scheduling conflicts, which are discussed in detail in Chapter 4. 
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3.2.2 Stool Pigeons: Barriers To Community Building 
After the police took the joint back, there was a shift in the forms of interpersonal 
violence in prison. While the threat of physical violence has never disappeared, it has shown 
a marked decrease—especially in lower-security institutions such as DCC. What has 
emerged instead is a culture of mistrust and fear, which is the direct result of the amount of 
administrative control at DCC. Instead of fear of physical altercations, men fear stool 
pigeons—people who inform administrative staff about prohibited behavior.  
 
3.2.2.1 Snitch culture 
The Internal Affairs (IA) department at DCC has considerable power over the day-to-
day operations of the facility. The official duties of IA are to investigate gang activity. 
However, since the police took the joint back, gang activity is not as common as it once was. 
Community members often say that “IA runs the joint.” Men who inform IA often do so by 
sending a kite. In prison, a “kite” is a written message, usually sent between incarcerated 
men. The name comes from the method of delivery: a note is folded and slightly weighted 
down and attached to a long thread (usually from a bed sheet). The sender then “goes 
fishing” by sliding the note under the door of the cell in the direction of another cell. The 
message is usually passed through different cells, sometimes from the upper deck to the 
lower deck, before reaching the intended recipient.  
Fishing is technically against the rules and is usually done when COs are distracted. 
The note on the long string resembles a kite; thus, most notes or messages are called “kites” 
regardless of whether the practice of “fishing” is actually used. Some requests to see staff 
(medical care, the chaplain, etc.) are called kites. When people snitch to IA, they want it done 
off the radar. Even though the threat of physical punishment isn’t as severe as in maximum 
80 
 
institutions, there are still consequences of being labeled a stool pigeon. Therefore, people 
who snitch send kites to IA. As Trevor describes,  
 
You can’t do anything without someone seeing. Now what’s going on is these secret 
kites to IA because nothing major is going on in these prisons. It seems like IA is 
going to different cell houses, which I’ve never seen before. IA is going to cells 
shaking down cells, and I’ve seen them shake down cats on the walk. Don't you have 
investigations to conduct? There’s nothing going on. It’s not normally their jobs. I 
think it's gotten worse with the secret kites—people tell on people in front of the 
person they are telling on. This institution has always been known as stool pigeon 
place. I heard that years ago…the Warden got on CC TV and said “Stop sending 
kites.” 
—Trevor Knight, early forties, incarcerated over 15 years 
 
Trevor states that there is “nothing going on” at DCC compared to his time in 
maximum facilities in the past. This view is a common one in that IA tends to over-scrutinize 
small infractions. Conducting shakedowns in cells or on the walk is not typically under the 
jurisdiction of IA in IDOC facilities. However, at DCC, IA exercises this power. The 
shakedowns are often the result of a person informing on restricted behavior of others. 
Trevor also touched on a popular story about DCC. The rumor is that, at one point, IA was 
receiving so many kites, the department could not keep up with the tips. The warden of the 
prison reportedly made an announcement on the closed-caption TV channel requesting 
individuals hold off on sending kites for a period of time. Angel described the change in the 






The only two places that have structure or rules [i.e. gang control] are Stateville or 
Menard [maximum institutions]. Once I came in the administration already took the 
joints over. At that point they were ushering the age of the individual. Now you gotta 
fend for yourself. Let’s see how tough you are; let’s see how strong you are. You 
aren't going to be protected by anybody. You wanna survive in here let’s sees how 
you can do it. It exposed a lot of guys’ selfish tendencies, stuff like that. Before you 
could talk to anybody because they were covered by the same organization, but once 
things started switching over, you’re kind of a scumbag, and you’re a little creepy. At 
that point you got to choose who you talk to and hang with. So that guy has a hunger 
strike problem going on, that's your issue, I’m gonna go this way. 
—Angel Pantoja, 34 years old, incarcerated 17 years 
 
As Angel highlighted, the police taking the joint back resulted in a feeling of individualism 
over community. Without the protection of the mobs, men were left to use their own means 
to protect themselves. This created a sense of valuing individualism over community. When 
someone suffered a grievance, it was seen as “his problem, not mine.” 
 
3.2.2.2 Incentives to snitch 
IA offers many incentives for informing on others. Since the department has such 
wide control, the officers have influence over cell assignments, scheduling benefits, and, 
most importantly, job assignments. There is a hierarchy of jobs at DCC which include 
working in the chow hall, cleaning the cellblock, cleaning administrative areas, plumbing, 
landscape maintenance, handling gym equipment, and working in the officers’ commissary. 
Some community members shared stories about being on the waitlist for the least-desirable 
job for six to eight months while suspected stool pigeons were placed in desirable jobs right 
away.  
The most sought-after job at DCC is an industry job. DCC has contracts with both 
private companies and local public schools to design and print banners, T-shirts, sweaters 
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and other promotional materials. DCC’s industry department provides training in 
embroidery, sewing, silk screening, digital banners, book binding, and box production. While 
most other job assignments have a limit of six months before forced rotation, industry jobs 
are one of the few protected categories, meaning it is possible for an individual to hold this 
job for years. State pay for all individuals is $10 a month, which is used for commissary 
items including toiletries and hygiene products.10 Most prison jobs require 35-40 hours per 
week and pay $18.80 a month. Though there is some variation, most community members 
reported that, when they had decent job assignments their monthly income, including state 
pay, was $28.80. In contrast, industry workers are paid $1 per hour for a 30-hour workweek, 
totaling a monthly income of $130 (JHA 2013). Since IA is in charge of job assignments, the 
stigma of being a stool pigeon is often associated with those who have industry jobs. 
 
3.2.2.3 Consequences of snitching 
In maximum institutions or in previous eras, snitching on someone meant physical 
violence and punishment from fellow and/or rival gang members, or the threat of death. At 
DCC, the threat of physical violence as a consequence of snitching is still present, although, 
rather than organized by gang affiliation, it is a risk of one-on-one violence.  
The main consequence of being labeled a stool pigeon is social isolation. Though on 
the surface men may be cordial and polite with one another, once an individual has the 
stigma of “stool pigeon,” he is deemed untrustworthy. While these men are not cut off 
entirely from social contact, the stigma prevents deeper connections and friendships. Some 
men are stigmatized even without direct evidence. The community members use the phrase 
“Danville Twitterverse” to refer to the rumor mill among the men. Any favorable treatment 
                                                
10 Appendix C is a commissary list from DCC July 2016. 
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by administration runs the risk of being interpreted as a result of informing on a situation or 
behavior. For example, if a man receives a desirable job assignment, it may be automatically 
assumed he informed on his cellie or other neighbor on the cellblock. 
The effects of the snitch culture harm more than simply those who are identified as 
stool pigeons. A common sentiment among community members was the difficulty in being 
able to trust anyone. One of the few markers of trust was how long men had known one 
another, and if they had spent time in other IDOC facilities together. Even still, community 
members shared the feelings of isolation in not being able to be open and honest with others. 
One individual shared that being able to talk with friends used to be the main way he would 
deal with the dehumanizing effects of incarceration. However, over the years he has turned 
inward as sharing any vulnerability could mean a kite to IA. The lack of trust in the snitch 
culture creates many barriers to community-building practices.  
 
3.2.3 Spaces Of Resistance 
In the carceral civil society of present-day DCC, there are forces working from the 
top down and bottom up to crush any community-building activities. Even so, community 
members shared stories of engaging in social citizenship practices, of building communities, 
of engaging new identities, and of trusting and being vulnerable with others. Simply the act 
of engaging with others is a form of resistance to systems of violence in a carceral civil 
society. To understand the stories of social citizenship practices, we must first understand the 






3.2.3.1 The Neighborhood 
The examples of social citizenship practices discussed in this chapter occurred at 
DCC either in the Education Building or on the yard. The limited movement means the men 
incarcerated at DCC have few opportunities to socialize outside the cellblock. Since the yard 
and the Education Building are the main locations men can engage with each other socially 
outside of the cellblock, I label these spaces as “in the neighborhood.”  
 IDOC currently classifies DCC as a Level 2—Secure Medium Prison, which is one 
step below the Maximum-Security designation. Secure Medium Prisons have escorted 
controlled movement and Limited Day Room Time. On a daily basis, men are allowed to 
leave their cells three times a day to eat in the Dietary Building (aka the chow hall) and for a 
combined three hours for Day Room Time, which is leisure time in the open area inside the 
cellblock. Other than meals in the chow hall, the only other opportunities men in general 
population have are Recreation Time and commissary visits. On a regular schedule, men in 
general population have Recreation Time (gym or yard depending on the day) for one hour 
every day. Movement also includes trips to the commissary every two weeks—though the 
Figure 3-4: The yard at DCC. Source: Google Maps 
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community members in this project reported that schedule is rarely adhered to. These 
escorted movements are the only opportunities most men in general population have to leave 
the cellblock.  
Figure 3-4 shows the yard at DCC. The fields in the yard consist of a quarter-mile 
concrete track and two baseball diamonds. The area in the middle of the track also functions 
as a soccer field or touch-football field. Adjacent to the baseball fields are four large concrete 
areas. These spaces contain seven basketball courts, one handball court, and two areas for 
weight lifting. There are two benches with covers and one small building with a bathroom. 
The gym is in a separate building and has an area for weight lifting and basketball courts. 
Figure 3-5 shows the Education Building. Although it is referred to as the “school 
building,” it has more than just classrooms. The building also houses the chapel, gym, and 
IDOC’s Counseling Services unit. A certain percentage of men are allowed movement to the 
Education Building outside of gym time during regularly scheduled rec time. The frequency 
of chapel services can vary by religion and can be as often as once a week or as infrequent as 
once every couple of months. Counseling Services is a department in DCC that provides 





Figure 3-5: Education Building straight ahead, chow hall to the right, housing units to the left (not pictured). 
Source: EJP 2017 
 
3.3 SOCIAL CITIZENSHIP PRACTICES IN THE GYM AND ON THE YARD 
Despite the opposing forces that hinder a sense of community, dehumanize individuals, 
and create a culture of mistrust, men engage in community-building practices in the gym and 
on the yard. These acts vary from social bonding to social interactions based on mutual aid, 
but they are all built on relationships of trust. These spaces also present an opportunity for 
men to engage with a new identity rooted in the community. This section will explore rec 
time, sports tournaments sponsored by DCC, and the “informal classroom.”  
 
3.3.1 Rec Time 
Recreation time at DCC is an optional one hour a day out of the cell, alternating time 
inside the gym or outside on the yard. During extreme weather, rec time may be limited to 
just one area. For example, in the summer, the gym is closed, and, in extreme cold of the 
winter, the yard may be closed. Most of the community members shared how important rec 
time was to maintaining their mental health. As Chilly described, 
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Treadmills and step machines and loose weights—it’s all awesome here. Punching 
bags, there’s so much stuff in this LTS department…which is a watered-down version 
of what it once was but there are still a lot of things here. That's important for guys 
dealing with stress. That's an important thing for guys to have. 
—Chilly, 37 years old, incarcerated 19 years 6 months 
 
Most community members described playing sports during rec time as one of the 
primary methods they used to combat the isolation and depression of a long sentence. 
Playing sports in the yard or gym is an opportunity for men to bond over friendly team 
rivalries, exercise, burn off stress, and be “in the open” compared to the cramped spaces of 
the cells and dayroom. When describing the cliques at DCC, Carlos stated, 
[It’s] segregated in part. Sometimes by gangs, race, gender, or how people identify 
themselves. There’s also by crime. So the outcasts are probably one separate group. 
Outcasts: the rapists, pedophiles.... I think homosexuals are on their own. Stool 
pigeons are outcasts in their own way… sometimes it’s by age too, so old timer hang 
with old, young hang with young. Overall, what unites whatever these groups are, are 
sports—community sports. Watching, playing, it’s all inclusive. 
—Carlos Mendoza, late thirties, incarcerated 22 years 
 
Though segregation at DCC is not what it once was before the police took the joint 
back, as Carlos described, there are still remnants of race and gang divisions. However, no 
matter what the group divisions may be, playing sports and exercising during rec time are 
elements that unite different groups. Rec time provides space where men are able to have not 
only have an outlet to manage the stressors of incarceration, but also social interactions and 
possibly social bonding. 
 
3.3.2 Tournaments 
All IDOC institutions have a Leisure Time Unit, responsible for organizing 
“comprehensive leisure activities…to meet the needs of residents” (IL Job Opportunities 
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2017). At DCC, the Leisure Time Services (LTS) supervisor oversees resources and 
scheduling for movies and shows aired on the prison closed circuit channel, guest speakers, 
exercise equipment, and gaming and sports tournaments. Community members stressed the 
importance of having an LTS supervisor who cared about the program. Chilly worked with 
the LTS in the gym for a year and he stated, “you gotta give a lot of credit for creating an 
environment where people come together and just have fun.” 
Sports tournaments are the main gym activities sponsored by the LTS. Each season, 
DCC hosts basketball, football, and soccer tournaments. Typically, teams are formed within 
wings of each housing unit, so that rec time can be used as practice time. Though the LTS 
supervisor oversees these activities, it is the men who do the legwork. These are typically, 
though not always, men who have the gym as a job assignment and work directly with the 
LTS supervisor. A few community workers held this job assignment over the years and 
described the process: they would organize the events, circulate signup sheets, schedule 
practices and matches, recruit referees, and create lists of the cell numbers and IDOC 
numbers for the LTS supervisors to put in for call passes. The community members spoke 
about being invested in creating spaces for men to get together. These men worked together 
to create spaces for others to engage in social bonding. 
However, policies and personnel (an LTS supervisor who is not as invested in the 
program) can affect the frequency of gaming or sports tournaments. Even with an LTS 
supervisor who is committed to the program, changes in policies and lack of funding has 






Danville was fucking awesome when I first got here [2004]. LTS department was 
awesome. We used to have soccer tournaments where you stay out all day Saturday 
and Sunday for two weeks straight.  The whole Latino community would be out on 
the yard. Then you have basketball leagues: 200 people in the gym every weekend.  
—Chilly, 37 years old, incarcerated 19 years 
 
The current financial state of DCC restricts the number of officers available to supervise 
these events. Even at its worst, however, the LTS unit is far better than any maximum-
security institution. 
Each year, two additional basketball tournaments are held during cultural heritage 
months. In February, there is an African American Basketball League in observance of 
African American History Month and, mid-September to mid-October, the Latino Basketball 
League plays in observance of National Hispanic Heritage Month. Although these leagues 
are identified by race, they are open to any individual who wants to join. Several of the 
community members are involved in planning events during the cultural heritage months, 
including the basketball leagues. One community member reflected upon the racial diversity 
of the men involved in the cultural heritage leagues: 
There’s a Latino basketball tournament for two weeks.… it’s organized by the blacks, 
refereed by the blacks, the participants are Latinos and whites. 
—Jesus Garcia, late thirties, incarcerated 22 years 
 
Though the method for picking teams each year may vary, Marcus stated, 
Race doesn’t play a factor. If you’re good, you’re on somebody’s team. 
—Marcus Emmerson, early thirties, incarcerated 15 years 
 
The community building efforts by the organizers create a space where other identities can 
transcend race. This in turn creates more opportunities for the men participating in the 
basketball leagues to engage in social citizenship practices themselves. Although this new 
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identity might seem small—for example A wing versus B wing in the playoffs—it is one that 
is meaningful and not given in the community-crushing environment of carceral civil society. 
 
3.3.3 The Informal Classroom 
Many community members recalled a group of men they referred to as the 
“Philosophers.” Most men often dismissed this group as elitist, but a common story with 
community members is it was the Philosophers who inspired them to further their education. 
Andre Slater (2015) describes DCC’s “informal classrooms”: 
We dialogue on history, life, religion, spirituality, politics, world issues, etc. In these 
spaces many of us become critical in our awareness. We develop an ability to read a 
text, think outside of the box, problem solve, and provide critical/analytical 
perspectives (p. 6).  
Chilly described this group:  
[The Philosophers]: the Johnny Page’s, the Dre’s, the Bucky Grave’s—this is the spot 
where you had a bunch of philosophers who were able to engage with each other. I 
learned a lot from those guys [about] life. You could have a conversation with 
Spankey— even though I would be in awe of hearing some of these guys talk. It 
would be their circle, but they would never shun you away. I would pick up some 
stuff. These guys were not academically taught, they were self-taught, who took the 
time to read Kant. Most of it was self-education in Stateville [maximum security 
IDOC facility]. Even though I was doing a lot of reading in Stateville it wasn't Kant 
or Descartes, I was reading Stephen King. 
The Philosophers would get together during rec time and Chilly purposely exercised within 
earshot of the group, who knew he was listening. Chilly shared how these men inspired him 
to further his education:  
Not just listening to them, they would say “If you want to understand what I’m 
talking about whether it is existentialism or epistemology, you have to take ethics or 
philosophy.”  
—Chilly, 37 years old, incarcerated 19 years, 6 months 
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Rec time provided Chilly an opportunity to watch the Philosophers, and he began to 
envision himself as part of that community. Eventually, Chilly joined in the conversations 
and engaged with the material both on his own and by taking courses offered by the 
institution. Chilly talked about how, early on, he did not think he would be able to keep up 
with conversations or in the classes he was taking. After encouragement by the Philosophers, 
he began to identify as part of the group. Because of this community, Chilly was able to 
cultivate a new dimension to his identity. The original group of Philosophers have either 
been released or transferred from DCC. Chilly is now considered part of the “old guard” and 
has continued the practice of using the informal classroom. Many of the community members 
who are new to EJP have claimed conversations with Chilly inspired them to join the 
program. 
 
3.4 “CLASSROOMS AND CONVERSATIONS”: SOCIAL CITIZENSHIP PRACTICES 
IN THE EDUCATION BUILDING 
 
The Education Building is the site of all programming at DCC. It provides the space 
for men to engage in social citizenship practices by engaging in community-building 
practices and social interactions based on mutual aid. These new communities provided the 
space for men to take on a new identity. In order for these practices to take place, there had to 
be a mutual sense of trust and vulnerability between the men.  
The time spent engaging in the “school community” emerged via taking classes offered 
and/or volunteering for programs. DCC is one of the top institutions in the IDOC system for 
educational programming (IDOC 2017b). Even with the recent cuts to vocational courses and 
understaffing for basic education courses, DCC offers more educational programming than 
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most other IDOC medium-security prisons. The Counseling Services department offers 
several programs aimed at improving the social and psychological health of students who 
enroll. For example, Lifestyle Redirection is an intensive twelve-week (96-hour) program 
covering topics such as self-esteem, boundaries, trauma, domestic violence, wellness, 
victims, violence triggers, and healthy relationships. Other programs, such as Taking 
Responsibility and Changing (TRAC), Hot Topics, and Inside Out Dad, offer courses on 
improving personal relationships with loved ones (IDOC 2015; IDOC 2017a). All of these 
courses are taught by Peer Educators: incarcerated men who have completed training and 
teach to other incarcerated men in the joint. In addition, the Illinois Alcohol and Other Drug 
Abuse Professional Certification Association, Inc. is a non-profit organization that offers 
training for men to become Certified Associate Addictions Professionals (CAAP)—a 
certification men can use in the state of Illinois upon release. As outlined in Chapter 1, all of 
the community members in this project were EJP students. Almost all of these men were also 
involved in at least one other program offered in the Education Building.  
 
3.4.1 College Students, Not “Prisoners” 
Almost all community members participated in one of the many programs offered by 
DCC. When they were offered, most men took vocational courses in the hopes of “collecting 
certificates” to improve their chances at successful reentry upon release. Many of the 
programs offered through the Counseling Services unit offered good time for those who 
qualified. The most meaningful experiences in the Education Building occurred in the higher 
education programs, as men were able to identify as college students, most of whom were 
first generation in their families. This identity has ripple effects as men shared the positive 
impact it has on their loved ones on the outside.  
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3.4.1.1 Bible College 
The United Reformed Churches in North America offers the Divine Hope Reformed 
Bible Study Program. “Bible College,” as the men refer to it, offers classes “in systematic 
theology, biblical theology, hermeneutics, Christian ethics, Christian history, practical 
theology, and the biblical languages.” In addition, Bible College focuses on building 
relationships with family and loved ones. Angel spoke about his experience with this 
program: 
I attend the Bible College in the morning. I don't do it for the grades or the 
certificates, I do it because I feel like I’ve been a Christian for 14 years—not a very 
good one, but I’ve gotten better. I’ve been able to look back on the last 17 years and I 
see His fingerprints on my life. He saved me when he didn’t have to. He brought me 
my daughter and my wife when He didn't have to. 
—Angel Pantoja, 34 years old, incarcerated 17 years 
 
The community members who attend Bible College echo Angel’s narrative. The men do not 
attend solely for the certification, but rather as a way to honor their faith. Bible College is 
one way they are able to express themselves at the intersection of their faith and education.  
 
3.4.1.2 DACC & EJP 
In addition to Bible College, men at DCC are able to enroll in credit-bearing college-
level courses. The Danville Area Community College (DACC) offers lower-division classes 
covering general education requirements such as philosophy, statistics, sociology, 
psychology, and writing studies. As outlined in Chapter 1, the Education Justice Project 
(EJP) is a unit in the Department of Education at the University of Illinois, at Urbana-
Champaign (UIUC). EJP offers upper-division UIUC courses, a variety of workshops, 
reading groups, guest lectures, mindfulness meditation groups, computer coding and other 
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academic programming. Many community members shared they worked for years to transfer 
to DCC because of these education programs. Other IDOC institutions may be closer to 
family or offer a lower security level, but men choose to stay at DCC in order to take 
advantage of these opportunities.  
These college classrooms are spaces where men engage in community-building 
activities. Figure 3-6 shows a group of EJP students in class sitting in a circle. Many 
community members reported EJP classes were the first they experienced that adopted this 
teaching style. EJP and DACC provide the space for men to continue and enrich the ongoing 
discussions of the “informal classroom.” Chilly described the classroom environment:  
discussion, dialogue, respect for each other's views, critically analyzing what you’re 
reading and relating it back to your experiences… [classes] provided a vocabulary for 
me to describe the way I feel—I wasn't being treated like an equal, whether it was in 
the world or against staff. There’s always gonna be a gulf there, but I started 
understanding about certain structures that existed. I knew racism existed but never 
asked why it existed. I knew shit wasn't fair for everyone in the world and that first 
class helped me understand, even “community,” “having a voice,” “agency”: these 
are words I did not know in the past. 




Figure 3-6:  EJP students at DCC. Source: EJP 2017. 
Larry described the classroom as a space to reclaim agency by engaging with others: 
[Classes] challenge our minds; and that's the thing that makes us human I think. Our 
mind—our ability to be able to think and put together concepts and structure them in 
an orderly fashion. To reclaim being human is to reclaim those abilities. If you think 
about jail as a whole you think about a person not making decisions for themselves. 
You hear that all the time: they tell us when to wake up, when to eat, when to shower, 
when to go to the bathroom. But in EJP and DACC they don’t tell you to do anything. 
You can come to a class and do nothing but think. 
Larry went on to describe the importance of critical conversations: 
Conversations you have with other people that I like to call conscious and aware. The 
conversation isn’t about Kim Kardashian or Lil’ Wayne or what they were wearing to 
the VMA the other night or ‘Did you see the TMZ new story on Chris Brown?’ More 
along the lines of things happening in the world: “Did you hear what Donald Trump 
said?” or conversations that probably people don’t think you’d hear inside of a prison. 
When you hear those conversations and being in these spaces it makes all the jail 
stuff melt away, and for a glimmer and a moment—you feel like you’re free. 
—Larry Barrett, 31 years old, incarcerated 10 years 
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The conversations Chilly and Larry describe require a level of openness and 
vulnerability with others. Many of the community members echoed these feelings, 
comparing the deep discussions in the college classrooms with the superficial ones that take 
place in the cellblock. Though there are pockets of informal classrooms in the cell house, the 
oppressive snitch culture makes it difficult to be open, vulnerable, and trust others. 
Community members stated they felt comfortable sharing these parts of themselves in class, 










Michael shared how men are especially vulnerable in open discussions: 
I haven’t experienced a lot of racial divisiveness out here [in the classroom]. We all 
really support each other regardless of our background, even when we don’t agree 
witch each other. Last week…some students were debating and we got a little loud 
and energetic, and neither side had the question resolved. It was one of those 
nonsense questions anyhow. One [new] guy asked “are you ok,” but we all have fun 
doing this, we have thick skins… we are perfectly fine being abrasive and offensive 
with each other but we actually have fun together… there are guys who are gang 
bangers, probably not active but still affiliated. Without EJP or something like that 
they might not see the opportunity they have to have a greater sense of community. 
—Michael Lawless, 45 years old, incarcerated 28 years 
 
As Michael illustrated, even in the midst of heated debates, there is a common shared 
sense of community. In this example, men were energetically discussing a philosophical 
question that had no real answer. There was a new student in class who was not used to 
seeing this type of debate end on friendly terms. Michael had to explain to the new student 
how the classroom setting was different than the cellblock. It was normal for men to 
disagree, even get loud with each other, but leave the classroom still supporting each other—
and not using that information as a grudge to snitch later. Michael also illustrated the power 
of identifying with the school community. The classroom provides the space where men can 
engage in community building practices. This, in turn, leads to being able to engage with a 
new dimension of identity—one that transcends traditional racial barriers. Community 
members shared Michael’s narrative and often spoke about the EJP and DACC classrooms as 
spaces where they would interact with other men who they might otherwise ignore back in 
the cellblock. 
The primary motivating factor community members mentioned when discussing their 
ability to trust, be open and vulnerable was inspiration from other community members. As 
Toby illustrated,  
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I like the environment, the guys in it. The motivation. It pushes you to be a better 
citizen in this place—in an environment where you’re treated as less than a citizen in 
the world… there’s some guys that’s involved in EJP who keep you 
motivated…sometimes in their own actions, you know? That’s what we are striving 
for: just a feel-good attitude. You can’t beat that, especially in a place like this.  
—Toby Thurman, 45 years old, incarcerated 19 years 3 months 
 
Toby described the school community as one where men learn from each other, 
inspire each other, and create a space where men can engage in these practices with minimal 
fear. Community members also shared how they learn from each other in the classroom, not 
just intellectually but also emotionally and spiritually. It is in the classrooms that the men say 
they are treated “as a name, not a number.” For Terrance, being in the college classroom 
means  
You’re human again, you’re treated with respect. It doesn’t feel like prison. It’s 
necessary for me to be involved as much as I can because any moment where I don’t 
feel subhuman is a plus. One less moment I have to have that feeling of helplessness, 
powerlessness… school is one of those places. 
—Terrance Hanson, 32 years old, incarcerated 10 years 
 
The school community provides social bonding through acts of community building. 





Figure 3-8: EJP students at DCC. Source: EJP 2017 
 
3.4.2 From College Students To Teachers 
In addition to taking classes in the Education Building, DCC offers programming that 
provides the opportunity for men to become teachers to other incarcerated men. The 
Counseling Services courses outlined earlier in this chapter are all taught through a Peer 
Education program. EJP offers Language Partners, the only peer instruction ESL program in 
a prison in the U.S. The community members who are involved in these programs are able to 
identify as teachers—building community amongst each other and in their own classrooms. 
  
3.4.2.1 Peer education 
To qualify as a Peer Educator, men must have completed training on classroom 
facilitation and typically completed the course they are offering. Creating lesson plans and 
facilitating classes is all done on the men’s own time, often at the expense of dayroom or rec 
time. Although the program offers goodtime, many volunteers do not qualify due to the crime 
they were convicted of or the amount of time left on their sentence. At the beginning of this 
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project, there were ten Peer Educators at DCC, seven of whom were EJP students and most 
were community members in this project. Angel shared his experience with the program: 
At some point I went from being the youngest Peer Educator [to] part of the old 
guard. So when young guys came in wanted to try it out, I would put them through a 
rigorous interview process. I became so protective of the program. I wouldn’t let 
people in. There were guys in tears who said they hated me. It’s not that I wanted to 
make them look bad. It's these [students] are relying on you for this information. I 
was doing it to push them guys. They knew it…afterwards. 
—Angel Pantoja 34 years old, incarcerated 17 years 
 
The men who were both community members and Peer Educators shared Angel’s 
feelings of ownership of the program. They felt a sense of responsibility to the students who 
took these courses and worked together to improve the program with limited resources. 
Gerardo stated that becoming a Peer Educator was one of the defining moments in his life. 
He enjoyed being a teacher and cultivated an environment in his classrooms based on trust 
and openness: 
One of the things I learned was: in order to be an effective teacher you have to be an 
effective listener too. It’s easy to get up there and talk and talk and talk, but in order 
to have an effective program you have to get up there and be able to listen to their 
experiences. 
—Gerardo Gonzalez 38 years old, incarcerated 16 years 
 
During the course of Phase II of this project, IA changed the structure of the Peer 
Educator program. The following account is a combination of narratives from several 
community members. DCC has a written policy that a job assignment can only last six 
months maximum. However, this policy was rarely enforced as the supervisor of the 
department can request a six-month extension for any individual. This was common practice, 
and some men stayed in the same job for three or more years. Though the Peer Educator 
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program was volunteer based and the men were not paid for their time, it was still considered 
a “job assignment.”  
In the summer of 2016, IA fired all ten Peer Educators. The official reason cited the 
six-month job assignment rule, and all 10 men had been in those positions for longer than six 
months. Some community members were directly involved in this process. Gerardo offers a 
different story. He proposed a new program called Direct Rehabilitation of Urban Male 
Morals, a cognitive behavioral course aimed at addressing recidivism before men are 
released. He met with the DCC Director of Programs who approved the project. At that time, 
Gerardo was a Peer Educator for three years; after this meeting, he became frustrated because 
he does not qualify for a paying job due to Security Threat Group (STG) points. IDOC gives 
points to men who have gang activity. Gerardo, like many men in EJP, was incarcerated at a 
young age and was still involved in gang activity in the beginning of his bit. Although he had 
had a clean record for six years, the STG points stay with him and he is unable to get a 
paying job. After meeting with the Director of Programs to get approval for a new program 
he spearheaded, and reflecting on his three years as a Peer Educator, Gerardo was frustrated 
with the system:  
I was frustrated because I was up here three years. Because of my past behavior and 
gang involvement, they won’t let me get a job. My mother passed away last year… 
let me work to get a few extra dollars. I just wanted a few extra dollars to eat. They 
told me no my STG points too high. I was not allowed employment. So I was 
frustrated and—see Governor Rauner instituted a Commission on Criminal Justice 
and Sentence Reform—so I wrote a letter to them. I'm no angel, I come from a 
dysfunctional family home, impoverished community, involved in gangs; however, 
this is what I have done now. All these accomplishments done: Peer Educator, I 
helped teach all these classes, I haven't been in trouble in six years. Even though I’m 
doing all this stuff now they won’t let me get a job, so I presented questions. This can 
have psychological consequences that can possibly impede on post prison 
adjustments. You have guys thinking “There’s no reason for me to do better.” If you 
got guys with this type of mentality going home, what are they gonna do? They are 
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gonna go back to [their old life]. I let them know that. Before I asked the questions, I 
quoted the Mission Statement of IDOC, “to serve justice in Illinois by promoting 
positive behavior modification in offenders, implementing meaningful reentry 
programs and reducing victimization.” OK is there a method right now that can show 
an offender has modified is behavior? If there is a method what is the method? Who 
is in charge of making the decision? Is it arbitrarily, is it jointly on a committee? If 
there is no method would IDOC consider any mitigating factors that would show the 
difference? Then I said I’ve been doing everything right and no matter what I’ve been 
doing I’m still not allowed to get a job down here, so how can you live up to your 
mission statement if you can’t give offenders a chance? I sent a copy to him, a copy 
to the warden, a copy to Director Baldwin [IDOC], then to politicians. 
—Gerardo Gonzalez 38 years old, incarcerated 16 years 
Gerardo’s frustration was because he had gang activity in his past, he would never qualify for 
a job. It is difficult if not impossible to have STG points removed from your record. The only 
viable method is to officially renounce your gang, a process that involves snitching (Reiter 
2012). However even if an individual is willing to snitch on his gang, if he has not been 
involved in gang activity recently, he has no information to give. Gerardo had taken steps to 
pursue his education and served DCC for three years as a Peer Educator, even creating a new 
program unique to DCC; however, because of his STG points, he did not qualify for a paying 
job. In his letters to administration and politicians, Gerardo quoted the IDOC Mission 
Statement asking how he can prove he has modified his behavior. He posed questions that 
challenged the process of who makes these decisions, implicating an unfair practice by IA. 
Gerardo’s story continues: 
A week later they called me into IA [to fire me]. They said it was because I had a cell 
phone case11 in my background so I told them l don’t have one in my background. I 
do have a knife case that was 16 years ago. Then they told me my STG points were 
too high. I said I’ve already been doing [Peer Education] for 2 or 3 years now. Then 
they said you’re just done. You don't have to explain yourself, you’re just done. I 
wrote a grievance claiming retaliation because of the letter. Everybody knows that’s 
                                                
11 In the mid-2000s, DCC uncovered cell phones in some men’s cells.  
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why, but they aren't going to say that. I caught the warden on the walk and said why 
can’t I do this anymore? He said it was because I’ve been over there for too long, 
even though IA said it was other reasons. He apologized for whatever they said. Then 
they fired all the Peer Educators. 
—Gerardo Gonzalez 38 years old, incarcerated 16 years 
 
This experience demonstrates the fragility of the communities the men are able to 
carve out for themselves. It is yet another example of the top-down constraints of carceral 
civil society and the ways in which IA breaks up communities. Shortly after firing all Peer 
Educators, IA created three high-paying job assignments in the program. They hired just 
three of the original ten Peer Educators. The consensus amongst community members is that 
IA placed people who they trust in these positions. Angel expressed the frustration shared by 
other former Peer Educators:  
That was our class and they took it from us…it had nothing to do with [our] actual 
teaching. I was in the middle of a Fatherhood Class when they fired [one of us]. That 
was the guinea pig; they said we can take it away from these guys. Once they took it 
away from him they said you know what, we have the authority to take it from all of 
them. 
—Angel Pantoja 34 years old, incarcerated 17 years 
 
The former Peer Educators felt ownership of the program. When IA took away these jobs, 
they also took away a dimension of these men’s identities. Additionally, this practice is 
harmful to DCC as a whole since only three courses can be offered at a time. 
 
3.4.2.2 Language partners 
One of many unique aspects of EJP is the Language Partners program. Incarcerated 
men teach an English as a Second Language course (ESL) to other incarcerated men. 
Language Partners is the only ESL peer-instruction program in the U.S. specifically designed 
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to accommodate a carceral landscape. The founding members of the Language Partners 
program, pictured in Figure 3-9, witnessed material difficulties monolingual Spanish-
speakers faced as part of daily life at DCC. Although there are no publicly available official 
numbers, the men involved in Language Partners estimate at least 20% of men incarcerated 
at DCC are not fluent in English, most of whom are undocumented. Men who lack 
conversational English skills do not qualify for employment in the prison, cannot enroll in 
GED or other vocational courses, and have difficulty reading letters written in English from 
family and friends. In addition, it is sometimes difficult for these men to clearly understand 
directions from correctional officers, which poses a safety risk for all. Since there are no 
translators at DCC, communicating healthcare needs is difficult. Language Partners has 






Figure 3-9: Founding Members of Language Partners, 2011. Source: EJP 2017 
 
The mission of Language Partners is 
to create a model ESL-in-prison program that empowers learning, teaching, and 
resource partners in a reciprocal learning community. We aim to increase the 
learner’s ability to communicate, enrich the student’s connections with family 
members, encourage students and instructors to further their education, and as a 
matter of social justice, challenge cultural barriers and social stereotypes. 
The incarcerated teachers spend six hours a week in class, and approximately 20 hours a 
week prepping lesson plans, attending pedagogical training, and grading homework. The 
other twelve incarcerated teachers do not receive any pay for the work they do. They also do 






Figure 3-10: Teachers Joseph Mapp and Otilio Rosas; Source: EJP 2017 
 
Though EJP has a modest computer lab, the men only have access to it for three hours 
a week. The men have a textbook as a guide, but they choose to teach using critical 
pedagogy—they create activities, homework, and journal entries based on social justice 
issues relevant to the daily lives of people who are incarcerated. For example, in the unit on 
WH questions (who/what/why/when/where) the lessons are related to healthcare in prison: 
Who is your healthcare provider? When do you see them? What type of care do you receive? 
The majority of their lesson plans and activities are created with pen and paper in their cell. 
Figure 3-10 shows teachers Joseph Mapp and Otilio Rosas working off handwritten lesson 
plans. Teaching responsibilities are in addition to their other class work; many are involved 
in other programs or workshops and have full-time jobs inside the prison.  
One of the teachers, Michael, is an African American native English speaker who is a 
U.S. citizen. He taught himself to speak Spanish while he was incarcerated. In the process of 
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doing so, he would practice his skills with Spanish-speaking men. He experienced the 
frustration and mocking that came with not being able to communicate in the dominant 
language. Throughout this process he began to understand how language is connected to race 
and culture. One of the reasons he was inspired to teach in Language Partners was because he 
thought about what it must be like for the monolingual Spanish speakers at DCC: 
I took it upon myself to learn Spanish. I noticed the difficulties that come with trying 
to learn a second language. The main difficulties being between race and culture. You 
can be shunned, you can be the butt of jokes, made fun of, people can say you’re a 
dumbass and you’re stupid. Having that on my end with a strong academic 
background and thinking about others not having that background and dealing with 
that in a space that isn’t their native land…. Equality doesn’t exist in nature. But I 
hate inequities. I hate discrepancies. I hate when people aren’t treated equally. 
Thinking about how my people were treated—how African Americans were treated 
in the recent past, not even slavery in the sixties, in my generation in the nineties. I 
think we need to build bridges to minimize disparities. I try to be a proponent for 
social change, even if it is on a small scale. A small step forward is better than 
standing still or moving backwards. [Teaching] can be taxing on your nerves, on your 
schedule. You have to make sacrifices…[but] the appreciation you get from one, the 
intrinsic motivation that they want to learn. They took the time to look something up, 
do research, they want knowledge. 
—Michael Harrell, 37 years old, incarcerated 22 years 
 
As Michael was teaching himself Spanish, he was able to imagine the experience of 
other undocumented men who suffered oppression due to multiple intersecting identities of 
race, citizenship status, culture, and education. Michael recognized this group of men as 
further marginalized in a space that is already marginalized. Michael used Language Partners 
as an opportunity to contribute to the production of a community based on trust and 
vulnerability in the classroom. Though teaching is sometimes taxing, he continues to engage 
in acts of community building in order to ensure his classroom encourages positive social 




This chapter examined examples of social citizenship practices, which are spaces of 
resistance to top-down state-sanctioned violence and bottom-up interpersonal violence. These 
spaces allow for community building (social interaction, mutual aid) and therefore are an 
opportunity for men to engage with new identities. These examples demonstrate the ways 
incarcerated men are committed to taking action in order to better their own community in 
the face of material consequences and self-sacrifices.  
We see evidence of creating spaces of kindness, compassion, and care. These are all 
rooted in the desire to build a strong community and reflect healthy civic engagement. In 
addition to limits on the types of social citizenship practices people who are incarcerated 
have to choose from, there are risks associated with engaging in volunteer activities in a 
carceral setting. Engaging in some forms of community building has had lasting positive 
effects on community members. In these spaces, men would begin to open up to each other, 
yet there were constant reminders that it was never truly a “safe space.” The next chapter will 
investigate social citizenship practices in the housing units of DCC. Though differentiating 
between the cellblock and the neighborhood may seem trivial, Antonio captures the 
importance of simply being out of the cell: 
 The other day finished jogging, somebody came and poked me in the back. It was 
one of my buddies. I looked back and we saw this huge ball of fire in the horizon 
about to set… just BEAUTIFUL… it was just gorgeous to look at that thing, man.  
We sat back and he said, “Yeah that's pretty nice…” 
We just sat there like two idiots looking at the horizon, that thing is slowly going 
down until it got lost behind the warehouse. 
I try to take pleasure in the little things that we tend to take for granted 





Figure 3-11: DCC at sunset (note guard tower). Source: author. 
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4 CHAPTER 4: SOCIAL CITIZENSHIP PRACTICES ON THE BLOCK 
4.1 INTRODUCTION 
 This chapter will address both the first research question—what individual, 
institutional, and/or social factors shape the production of civil society within prisons—and 
the second research question: What types of social citizenship practices do people who are 
incarcerated engage in? What are the risks? What are the rewards? This chapter will explore 
the social citizenship practices on the block, defined as formal and informal community 
building actions rooted in trust and care. These include social bonds and interactions based 
on mutual aid. 
The previous chapter discussed social citizenship practices “in the neighborhood,” 
which took place in the Education Building, on the yard, or in the gym. This chapter will 
focus on social citizenship practices “on the block”—in the housing units. First, I will 
describe carceral civil society by outlining the barriers to connecting with civil society in the 
world, as well as barriers to creating a healthy civil society on the inside. Next, I will discuss 
social citizenship practices as a form of resistance to the confines of carceral civil society. I 
will then outline what it means to “be on the wing” and the use of dayroom. Finally, I will 
explore examples of engaging in social citizenship practices on the wing. I will discuss 
playing games during dayroom, cooking as a form of resistance, and mentorship. In closing, I 
will discuss the risks and rewards of engaging in social citizenship practices on the wing. 
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4.2 CARCERAL CIVIL SOCIETY 
As illustrated in previous chapters, carceral civil society is a space of both structural 
and interpersonal violence. This violence creates an environment of instability and mistrust—
one that makes it difficult to engage in social citizenship practices that require trust. This 
section will explore the institutional barriers men at DCC face to connecting with loved ones 
in the world. It will then outline the interpersonal barriers to creating healthy social bonds on 
the inside. While structural barriers to connecting with the outside create an increased need 
for social bonds, interpersonal barriers on the inside create a culture of mistrust and 
suspicion. The third part of this section will explore spaces of resistance to both structural 
and interpersonal barriers to community building by examining spaces of resistance during 
dayroom on the wing.  
 
4.2.1 Barriers To Connections With Civil Society In The World 
 
Research has demonstrated the positive effects communication with loved ones “in 
the world” have on people who are incarcerated (Arditti 2012; Cochran 2014; Cochran and 
Mears 2013; Duwe, G. and Clark 2013; La Vigne 2005). However, maintaining contact is a 
challenge logistically and financially. The only three options to connecting with loved ones 
are visits, phone calls, and write outs. 
 
4.2.1.1 Visits 
As with most carceral institutions in the U.S., DCC is located in a rural area far from 
the neighborhoods from which most men come. The majority of men in DCC are from Cook 
County, the Southside of Chicago. The drive from Chicago to DCC is approximately two-
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and-a-half hours. Figure 4-1 illustrates the geographic distance between Chicago and DCC. 
DCC’s visiting hours are 8:30am-5:30pm seven days a week, although men are limited to no 
more than two visits on weekends or holidays, one visit per day, and no more than six total 
visits in a month (IDOC 2017b). Visits are limited to three adults, with adults defined as “any 
person, generally over 2 years of age, who can sit unassisted” (IDOC 2017c). Most of the 
men incarcerated at DCC come from impoverished neighborhoods whose families are 
struggling financially. It is often a hardship for loved ones to take time off work in order to 
make the trip to visit DCC. 
Figure 4-1: Illinois State by county; 
Cook County (Chicago) and Vermillion 
County (DCC) highlighted. Source: 
author. 
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Many community members shared stories of their fear of visits being a burden on 
their loved ones. Visitors’ bodies, personal property, and vehicles are all subject to search by 
IDOC staff. COs at the front gate have the authority to deny visitors and often make 
subjective judgments regarding dress code. In addition, there are often conflicting and 
constantly changing bureaucratic rules. For example, one community member shared he had 
his mother’s maiden name on his Visitor List, which was the standard protocol. When she 
arrived at the front gate, one of the required two pieces of IDs had her maiden name listed as 
her middle name, and her married name listed as her last name. Since this information did not 
match, she was denied the visit. Another community member shared that he took his younger 
brother off his Visitor List after his nephew was born. He stated he did not want his nephew 
to be subjected to the criminalization of IDOC by search at such a young age. Other 
community members discussed how difficult visits are on young children. In addition to the 
typically long car ride, there is a lot of waiting around once visitors arrive at DCC. During 
the visit itself, any trips to the bathroom must be escorted by COs. Since only one CO escorts 
trips to the bathroom at a time, it can take at least half an hour to wait a turn to use the 
restroom.  
 
4.2.1.2 Phone calls 
Men have the opportunity to call loved ones during dayroom. Though there are six 
phones available, usually at least one is out of service. Many of the community members 
describe a “stampede” to line up for the phones as soon as doors open for Dayroom. 
Typically, there is a line of 8-10 people waiting use the phones for a thirty-minute phone call. 
One community member describes this wait time as “our water cooler” since men spend the 
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time standing around waiting by chatting. A common practice is for men who are out of their 
cells on their way to other activities will place their ID badges on the phone to hold their 
place in line when they return for Dayroom. This often causes conflict as some men see this 
practice as unfair and will use the phone if there is an ID badge present. In some cases, men 
may toss the ID badge on the ground, which might cause further conflict. 
Phones are in such high demand around holidays that it is unreasonable to expect to 
call loved ones during regular dayroom hours. In-state phone calls cost approximately $5.00 
and are limited to 30 minutes. This price is significantly lower than previous years due to the 
2015 Federal Communications Commission (FCC) order to regulate providers charging 
exorbitant fees. Prior to the FCC order, phone calls at DCC were approximately $30 for 30 
minutes. In order to receive calls, the loved one in the world must have a phone number 
registered with Securus Technologies (Securus), a private company in the U.S. One of the 
largest companies in the industry, Securus serves 3,400 correctional facilities. The phone 
number must have prepaid money for the call. Calls are monitored by staff and may be 
recorded. Men are limited to the number of people they can have on their Phone List. Loved 
ones on the Phone List must make sure there is money on each phone number, which is yet 
another financial restraint on maintaining a healthy relationship with friends and family. 
 
4.2.1.3 Write outs 
The most common method of communication with loved ones on the outside is 
writing letters home. Men must purchase a “Write Out” from commissary for $0.66 [see 
commissary list], which is a pre-stamped USPS envelope. For men whose only source of 
income is state pay, a single letter home is 6.6% of their monthly income. In addition to the 
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financial burden, the turnaround time for mail is a constant issue. Tacho explained that, at 
other institutions in IDOC, it might take one or two weeks to receive a piece of mail; 
however, the process at DCC is slower: 
there are certain things Danville really sucks at. Number one is the mail situation. I’ve 
gotten letters that were six months old. Right now, it’s a month to a month and a half. 
[On the outside] they get the letter two or three days after it was mailed. At most at 
other places [on the inside] it's a week, maybe two weeks. 
—Tacho Esparza, 47 years old, incarcerated 7.5 years 
 
Bryan also expressed his frustration at the long turnaround time for mail, and how it 
could potentially cause miscommunications or undue worry for his loved ones when his 
written responses are not received in a timely fashion. Bryan acknowledged his privilege of 
having the financial means to call his loved ones when the mail is slow, or if there are time-
sensitive issues to discuss. However, since not everyone has the same resources, Bryan 
explained why he decided to write a grievance on the mail delays: 
The mailroom here—it's aggravating. The mailroom here has been notoriously bad. It 
took me three months to get a letter from my grandmother…. Our mail is supposed to 
be federally protected, outside of screening it for something illegal. They aren’t 
supposed to mess with our mail. But that's what they are doing…. There’s this notion 
of how communicating with people on the outside helps people on the inside. And if 
you guys aren’t letting me rehabilitate myself, the least you can do is make sure my 
communications are coming through in a timely fashion [from] my loved ones, so I 
know what’s going on, so they don't think I’m not writing back for whatever reason. 
I’m fortunate because I can call home once a week no problem. If need be I could call 
at any time. But there are people here who have nobody to call. [They ask] “Hey can 
you have your people sent a message to my people…?” So, should I not care how 
they are treating us on the mail because I can get on the phone? What happens when 
we can’t get on the phones? I would be a fool if I didn't get involved. It’s only right. 
—Bryan Dean, 31 years old, incarcerated 8 years 
 
As Bryan highlighted, connections with people on the outside have a major role in the 
mental and emotional health of people who are incarcerated. However, the only three 
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opportunities for contact with loved ones (visits, phone calls, and letters) can be a financial 
burden further complicated by the logistics of the prison schedule. Barriers to access to 
family on the outside have negative consequences for men on the inside. This lack of social 
interaction and social bonding rooted in trust creates greater need for building a healthy 
community on the inside. Unfortunately, interpersonal violence on the inside hinders 
community building practices at DCC. 
 
4.2.2 Culture Of Mistrust: Barriers To Community Building On The Inside 
 
The challenges of connecting with loved ones and the absence of access to free civil 
society places great emphasis on building trust and communities on the inside. A healthy 
civil society requires trust among and within groups. However, as discussed in Chapter 3, the 
current snitch culture at DCC is a barrier to forming bonds and trust with each other. Larry 
described the shift from gang rule to the snitch culture at DCC: 
When I got in the joint it was 2009 or 2010ish. Danville had already been closed 
[Dayroom] for 4 years, as far as us being locked in the cell not being out all day... But 
jobs and cell assignments, all this stuff was done through the mobs: 
“OK you from this neighborhood, we are gonna put you in a cell with this 
person.” 
“We are gonna get somebody to go [work in the] laundry room.”  
“Get your GED, this is what you’re gonna do.”  
But when that component was taken out… in order to get a job you have to pander 
and brown nose to the police. You have to be cognizant and aware of this. In this 
aspect of the stool pigeon, they stop caring what other people thought. They call it 
“politicin”; they rub elbows with the right people to get in certain positions. It’s not a 
bad thing, but you have to look out for yourself. 
—Larry Barrett, 31 years old, incarcerated 10 years 
 
After the police took the joint back, IA determined job assignment and cell 
assignments of the men instead of the gangs. The primary benefit of a good job assignment is 
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the pay, as most jobs offer $8.00 to $18.00 in addition to $10.00 of state pay. The more 
lucrative jobs, and the ones most likely to require informing on someone, can pay as much as 
[insert number from Chapter 3 here]. In addition to monetary benefits, having a job has 
practical benefits as well. Simply being able to have movement out of the cell for a shift is 
meaningful since DCC has only limited time out of lockup. Additionally, job assignments 
dictate your cell assignment. Since some job assignments rotate every six months, staying in 
a certain category of job assignment limits the number of times you have to move. Holding a 
job could also have a positive impact on relationships with staff members. Angel described 
how his job assignment affected his relationship with COs: 
I’m not just a number, they actually know my first name. That’s how it always is. If 
you don’t have a job, if you don’t go to school: you’re just like everybody else. 
—Angel Pantoja, 34 years old, incarcerated 17 years 
 
Not all job assignments are associated with the stigma of being a stool pigeon. 
However, the desirable jobs associated with the stigma typically have one or more of the 
following benefits: monthly pay more than $18, more liberal movement, not subject to six-
month rotation rule. Chapter 3 highlighted the negative impact of being labeled a stool 
pigeon. At DCC there is no grey area. As Bryan described: 
You’re either raised where you’re not gonna say anything, or you’re gonna snitch.  
—Bryan Dean, 31 years old, incarcerated 8 years 
 
Many community members used the phrase “birds of a feather” when discussing stool 
pigeons. That is, once someone is labeled a snitch, others who associate with him are in 
danger of being labeled a snitch as well. In addition to the stigma and treatment by other 
men, being in the role of a stool pigeon meant maintaining a toadying relationship with IA. 
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One community member described his experience passing up the much-desired industry job 
because he could not bear to have that type of relationship with staff.  
I had worked in the industry, but the industry was not for me. Not everybody meant to 
work over there. I’m definitely not into kissing anybody’s ass. If you’re here to have 
a job—it’s just your job. I tell the officer,  
“Look man, I’m not your friend, I’m not here to make your time pass if I’m 
not doing anything wrong. I’m not into telling on anybody.” 
They suck you in with this speech like a community,  
“If something is going on, you can tell us.” 
…IA does the hiring and firing for detail. I didn’t feel comfortable talking to them. 
—Marcus Emerson, mid-thirties, incarcerated over 15 years 
 
DCC has a particular reputation in IDOC for having an especially pervasive snitch 
culture. The result of IA investigations and informants creates a community rooted in fear 
and mistrust. Nikia compared the tactics of IA to those of the FBI during the Civil Rights 
movement: 
In most prisons in the state, you’ll find people complaining about the snitch culture, 
and then you get to Danville and realize that wasn’t [anything]. Are you familiar with 
the movement of the sixties and seventies and COINTELPRO? An outcome of that is 
how it impacted black communities because everyone couldn’t trust people. Here it’s 
true. 
—Nikia Perry, 38 years old, incarcerated 21 years 
 
One of the methods of COINTELPRO was for members of the FBI to pose as 
members of the local community, who would then plant false information about other 
members or community leaders (Wolf et al. 2001). The result was a sense of mistrust and 
fear in black communities. Nikia stated “Here, it’s true,” meaning that community members 




Everything I ever knew about jail I had to forget when I got here. It’s all who you 
know or what you know. You’re not gonna get a job unless you know somebody or 
unless you know something on somebody. You gotta be careful who you talk to; they 
might be the same people who talking to IA. The trust factor is not very high. 
— Marcus Emerson, mid-thirties, incarcerated over 15 years 
 
When discussing how to manage the dehumanizing effects of incarceration, Mikey shared 
how deep conversations with men on his wing was one way he coped. However,  
I used to be comfortable talking to brothers but they started telling on me so I 
stopped. 
—Michael Tafolla, 36, incarcerated 18 years and 2 months 
 
Structural barriers hinder men from engaging with free civil society and from engaging with 
their loved ones. However, on the inside, since the police took the joint back, the rule of IA 
has created a culture of mistrust. Though this is the pervasive barrier to forming close 
familial bonds or engaging in social citizenship practices, there are spaces of resistance to 
these isolating forces.  
 
4.2.3 Spaces Of Resistance: On The Wing 
 
Some men find solace in solitary acts when they are able to disconnect. For example, 
jogging, working out, engaging in religious activities, watching TV, sleeping, or listening to 
music were all ways community members stated they used to cope with effects of 
incarceration. However, the acts of social citizenship practices discussed in this project all 
took place on the wing during dayroom. As one man stated, “Dayroom gives you something 
to look forward to compared to being in the cell all day.” These social citizenship practices 
differ from those in the neighborhood (the Education Building) because they take place 
exclusively in the housing unit, with the same group of men every day, and in the limited 
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time of Dayroom. In order to understand the schedule and setup of Dayroom, it is first 
necessary to understand the layout and movement of DCC as a whole.  
Originally built for single occupancy, each cell at DCC now houses two men and is 
approximately 4x8 to 4x10 with a metal toilet with a sink, a small shelf area and a set of bunk 
beds. The bunk beds are approximately 2.5 feet wide and a little under 6 feet long. The JHA 
estimates there is 32 square feet of average living space per person at DCC (JHA 2013). 
Community members stated the cells are so constricting that, if one person is standing, the 
other must be either seated or lying down on his bunk.  
There are four main housing buildings at DCC: three X-style (1House, 2House, 
3House) and one T-style (4H). Figure 4-2 shows an aerial view of DCC with housing units 
labeled. Each “arm” of the housing unit is called a wing with an upper deck and a lower 
deck. Wings are labeled A, B, C, and D; top decks have 27 cells numbered 12-38 and bottom 
decks have 59 cells numbered 52-80. With two men per cell, there are approximately 112 
men in 56 cells per wing. Housing units 1H, 2H, and 3H have 224 cells, and 4H (B,C,D) has 
83 cells. Job assignments determine where you are housed, so movement is coordinated: 
Whatever your job is, that’s what determines where your cell is at. If you work up 
front—they all live in 1 House. Commissary, Barber Shop, Maintenance—those guys 
all live in 1 House. Industry, Ground Crew, Second shift they live in 4 House… your 
work detail determines where you reside…. I like 4 House, it’s quiet. I can’t go back 
to maintenance, because I’d have to go to 1 House. I spent enough time over there 
and I don’t want to go back. 
— Marcus Emerson, mid-thirties, incarcerated over 15 years 
 
Starting in summer 2016, DCC began enforcing an old institutional rule that required 
many job assignments to rotate after six months. Before this rule was not enforced, men were 
moved often; for example, Tacho moved twelve times in 7.5 years  
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Figure 4-2: Danville Correctional Center. Source: Google Maps, annotations by author. 
 
As a Level 2 Security facility, DCC is 21/3, meaning the men spend 21 hours in the 
cell each day and three hours out. The three hours out is combined with the opportunity to go 
to chow hall and to use dayroom. Only one deck is allowed out at a time, which is usually 32 
men. Dayroom schedules split the three hours into a morning shift of 1 hour and 15 minutes 
and evening shift of 1 hour and 45 minutes. For example, the first week of the month A wing 
has dayroom shifts from 8:00am to 9:15am, and again in the evening from 6:30pm to 
8:00pm. The following week, dayroom schedule is 12:30pm-2:00pm and 8:00pm to 9:15pm. 
Dayroom may overlap with rec time, programming in the Education Building, or job 
assignment. 
Dayroom, chow hall, and rec time are the only time you have out of your cell, unless 
you have a job assignment or are enrolled in other programming in the Education Building12.  
                                                
12 See Appendix C for a complete schedule of Dayroom, Chow Lines, and Rec time for each house.  
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An hour and a half in the morning, hour and fifteen minutes at night. Then it will 
switch week to week. If you don’t have a job, that’s the only time you’re out of the 
cell. Shower, cleaning your cell, calling your family, if you want to exercise, even a 
game of Scrabble. 
—Ryan Gordon, late 30s, incarcerated over 10 years 
 
Though chow lines run for 1.5-3 hours, the scheduled block is for the entire 
institution. Each wing may only have 20 minutes in the chow hall itself. The alternating 
schedules of dayroom and rec time week to week mean that, on any given day, men on a 
particular wing must choose between the two activities. When overlapped with Education 
Building programming, some men may miss both Dayroom and rec time. Figures 4-3 and 4-4 
below show a sample schedule for 2 House. 
There are two showers per deck located at the front of the wing. These showers have 
no partition wall and are one large tiled area with a space under the showerheads and an 
empty space to dry off. Wait time for the showers is an issue. Some of the men engage in 
what they call “car washing.” The first set of four men will rinse in the shower area, step to 
the side to lather up with soap, then get back in line to rinse off. At most, a shower is two to 
three minutes. Anyone who showers for a longer period of time is considered rude and/or 
selfish. After a yard or gym line comes in, there could be as many as six men waiting in line 
to take a shower in an area that is approximately two feet by six feet. Because of their work 
schedules, some men are fortunate enough to avoid the busy times to shower during 
dayroom. However, for most men, finding the time to shower is an issue and some leave 
programming in the Education Building early in order to ensure they have enough time to 
shower—especially in the summer months. Having to “steal a shower” is a common practice, 
which means when coming back from a job assignment or programming in the Education 
Building, some men take a quick shower even though they are supposed to go straight to 
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their cells to lock up. This is a risky practice as if you are out of your cell past dayroom time 
you can be written up and charged with a ticket. As one community member stated, “you 
have to break the rules in order to feel like a human being”. The alternative is a “birdbath,” a 
practice that is often employed in maximum security facilities, especially during lockdowns 
when access to showers can be as infrequent as once a week. A birdbath involves stripping 
wires to create a hose, and connecting the hose to the sink in a cell. While this is a stop-gap 
method, it is inconvenient to the other man sharing the cell since it takes 15-20 minutes and 
requires the cellie to be on his bunk the entire time, be distracted from watching TV or 
reading his book, and cuts off access to the toilet.  
There is one toilet per deck in the same area as the showers, separated by a wall. 
Though the toilet is separated from the shower area, the toilet itself is in full view of the 
entire wing. The men refer to this toilet as “the alley” and it is rarely used. Angel shared his 
experience of being forced to use the alley when the toilet in his cell was broken, 
So in the dayroom we have the shower area, right next to that is the toilet. It is the 
nastiest thing in the world. Guys go to take a piss there, nobody is wiping down the 
seat, it is disgusting. It got to the point, “oh please I don’t want to use the alley,” 
that’s like my last shred of dignity I hold on to. There’s guys who have done it. When 
I did it… man, I just took a shit like a dog in the alley. That’s it, I’m done. 









































































































































































































































From Monday to Friday, each deck has the opportunity to drop off dirty clothes to be 
washed with the Laundry Porter. Each weekday, 13-16 cells at a time have access to the 
laundry. On Fridays and Saturdays, it is a “first come, first serve” order and on Sundays the 
schedule resets. The men who are assigned to Laundry Porter have an opportunity to make 
money on the side, especially on the weekends. Men can trade commissary items to make 
sure their laundry is done first and/or done on a day that is not assigned to them. One 
community member stated he pays a bag of coffee on every State Pay Day, though, 
depending on the Laundry Porter, it might be a box of oatmeal or a packet of summer 
sausage; all items cost around $2.50 to $3.00. In exchange for this service, Laundry Porters 
will also fold the clothes.  
 Both top and bottom decks have five tables with four seats, and the bottom deck has 
an additional table with two seats. Figure 4-5 shows tables in a cell house at Cook County 
 Figure 4-5: Cook County Jail, a setup similar to DCC. Source: Werner 2012 
127 
Jail, a similar setup to DCC. Only one deck is allowed out of the cells at a time, though men 
can “visit” with each other while the other deck is locked up.  There are varying attitudes 
about this practice, as it can be seen as rude or inconsiderate of your cellie. For example, 
Sean explained how his cellie would talk with the men from the lower deck while they are 
out for dayroom. This usually involves shouting through the door, which Sean feels is 
inconsiderate. 
Showering, socializing, and laundry are the typical dayroom activities; however, the 
most valued is time on the phones. During each dayroom, there are approximately 112 men 
out of their cells, dividing time between socializing, dropping off laundry, and showering. 
Each wing has only six phones, with at least one out of order on any given day. It is during d 
dayroom and in this physical space that men engage in social citizenship practices.  
4.3 SOCIAL CITIZENSHIP PRACTICES ON THE WING 
When discussing how his community helps him bear the pains of incarceration, 
Michael replied, 
Just seeing people able to have fun despite the environment, despite being subjugated 
to so much oppression, so much resentment… Even though this is jail, individuals are 
able to enjoy themselves minimally. That gives me a certain sense of contentment…. 
[It’s fun] conversing with guys, sharing commonalities, cooking together—something 
you may consider normal human interaction. 
—Michael Harrell, 37 years old, incarcerated 22 years 
 
Michael’s use of the phrase “normal human interaction” was consistent in many of the 
community members’ narratives. When discussing ways of building community on the wing, 
men used phrases that related to a general theme of “things you would consider normal in the 
world.” While board games, a neighborhood BBQ, or even a close friendship may be 
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considered “normal” in free civil society, they are all risky behaviors that require a 
foundation of trust in a carceral civil society. The structural and interpersonal barriers to 
creating a safe space of trust are broken down in these social citizenship practices. This 
section explores three categories of social citizenship practices that take place during 
dayroom as examples of resistance to an oppressive carceral civil society. The first section 
discusses games played during dayroom including Scrabble, fantasy football and role-playing 
games (RPGs). The next section examines cooking on the wing with examples of the prison 
chef, Sunday potlucks, and special occasions. Finally, the last section explores the role of 
mentoring men on the new, the early suspicions of ulterior motives, and the growth of 
relationships of men going from friends to family. 
 
4.3.1 More Than Just Games: Scrabble, Football, And Dragons 
 
Board and card games are a common leisure activity played during dayroom. These 
games are played on one of the eleven of tables on either top or bottom deck. There is a 
hierarchy of games; playing cards or dominos is seen as for “the knuckleheads” and games 
like Scrabble, chess, or RPGs are ranked higher up for the “nerds.” At the time of the 
interviews the most popular board games were Scrabble and RPGs. Fantasy football was by 
far the most popular game overall, although it only runs from late August to December of 
each year. Games were an opportunity for men to engage in community-building citizenship 
practices. In addition to the social aspect, games created a space where men could be 
vulnerable with each other—even if it is simply losing a round or spelling a word incorrectly. 
These moments are no small feat in an environment where men are typically guarded at all 
times. Some games also created a space where gang or racial divisions were discounted. 
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4.3.1.1 Scrabble 
Though the Leisure Time Services (LTS) department organizes Scrabble tournaments 
every year, most tournaments are played on the wing year-round. Due to the restrictive 
schedule of dayroom, some tournaments last for weeks or months. When the North American 
Scrabble Players Association released an updated list of playable words in spring of 2016, 
many of the dedicated Scrabble players contacted their loved ones on the outside to obtain a 
copy. During Phase II of this project, many community members were in the midst of 
Scrabble tournaments back on the block, and working off shared copies of the new list. In 
one wing, an old Lawry’s saltshaker with “Scrabble Champion” written on it serves as a 
trophy for the tournament winners. The current winner has his name “inscribed” on the 
trophy.  
Toby explained the different tiers of Scrabble players on his wing. There are six advanced 
players and twelve mediocre players. Each group has its own tournament, and the first person 
to reach best of ten wins. Playing Scrabble together is one method of engaging in friendly 
competition. Even during interviews, community members would jokingly boast about how 
they were the best on the wing, despite what others might say in their own interviews. Toby 
explained the hesitation of some men to start playing Scrabble:  
Guys get intimidated by spelling, they don’t want to look bad if they don’t know. It 
can be intimidating to someone who isn’t secure in their knowledge base. But if you 
don’t play you don’t learn.… Anybody who wants to play can play. Nobody minds 
teaching. 
—Toby Thurman, 45 years old, incarcerated 19 years 
 
For many community members, Scrabble is meaningful because it allows men to 
connect with younger men, who usually chose to play cards or dominos. C.R. shared how he 
tries to engage the younger men and give them advice during games: 
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I try to talk to young guys, try to explain to them the dangers and pitfalls [of prison]. 
Remember who you are and what your self-worth is.  
—C.R., 38 years old, incarcerated 22 years 
4.3.1.2 Fantasy football 
One of the most popular games across all the housing units is fantasy football. 
Leagues comprise 10 to 16 men with one commissioner. Each member has his own team and 
collects points based off the real-life performance of NFL players. Drafts are held at the 
beginning of the football season, and trades are usually allowed throughout the season. 
Leagues usually have a total of 16 players (nine active, seven bench) and it is the 
responsibility of the members to adjust their rosters for each game. Each week, two league 
members go head-to-head in a matchup with the win/loss counting toward the individual’s 
overall record. Playoffs and the championship games are typically the last few weeks of the 
regular NFL season. At the end of the season, one man will be the champion winner for the 
league. The draft alone can take time as there might be as many as 16 men drafting for 16 
players each. Throughout the season, frequent communication is required for trades, 
reporting results, and weekly matchups. Because of this, leagues are limited to men on the 
same wing or deck. As Terrance explained, 
It’s based on your housing unit. It’s difficult to draft, everybody gotta be in reach… 
trades are a crazy amount of work…. 
—Terrance Hanson, 32 years old, incarcerated 10 years 9 months 
 
In the outside world the vastly popular online and mobile services such as Yahoo! 
Fantasy Football, Draft Kings, and ESPN Fantasy Football keep league members up to date 
on points in real-time. In DCC, it is the commissioner’s responsibility to tally points every 
week for every player on each league member’s team. Points are awarded to players based on 
their performance in real life. The complex calculations include touchdowns, rushing yards, 
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receiving yards, fumbles, sacks, interceptions, and of course scoring plays of touchdowns, 
extra points, and field goals. Each player’s performance can be calculated down to the 
hundredth of a point. The commissioner will obtain a copy of USA Today on Monday or 
Tuesday and spend hours calculating the points by hand. While some community members 
enjoyed this role, others stated it was so tiresome they never wanted to do it again. Being the 
commissioner is often described as a “labor of love”:  
 
Somebody puts in a lot of hours to make a lot of people happy. USA Today has a 
breakdown of every player every week. It’s time consuming. I imagine it takes the 
commissioner three or four hours at least, he’s gotta go through and check each one. 
—Ryan Gordon, late 30s, incarcerated over 10 years 
 
Jorge discussed his experience as an assistant: 
I’m the Assistant Commissioner. My duties: pass out the paperwork when we get the 
newspaper Monday. Then we have to wait until Wednesday to get the games. [I help] 
add up every single team, it’s a lot of work. Then you got guys saying “I wanna see 
the paperwork” and it’s like ohhhhhhh my god. 
—Jorge Negrette, 36 years old, incarcerated 17 years 
 
Though rules vary slightly by league, there is typically a large sum to buy-in and 
smaller pots for week-to-week matchups. The pot at the end of the season is around $200; 
this amount is less the 20% commissioner fee and the second-place reward. Weekly matches 
might be $5-$10 each depending on the league. Since there is no paper currency at DCC, 
payment is made in the form of commissary items. For example, the prize for winning a 
single week might be a few sodas or a few packs of noodles. Paying out the bets is tricky and 
often requires methods that are out of sight of COs. Manny described collecting a payment 
and stuffing his coat full of food: 
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One day I had thirty dollars to pick up… Thirty dollars in prison—you gotta get a lot 
of food. It’s not a $20 and $10…OK I got like 200 cookies on me! 
—Manny, 23 years old, incarcerated 6 years 
Bragging rights are another incentive to play: 
Guys really love fantasy football, it gives them excitement…. We made trophies: 
weekly trophies for who won that week, then we have a yearly trophy. The trophy 
may be around three or four years, but it has meaning for it… it has way more 
meaning than it is worth. 
—Ryan Gordon, late 30s, incarcerated more than 10 years 
In one wing, the winner of the previous season is known for walking around carrying the 
trophy during each dayroom. In all the narratives from community members, every fantasy 
football league had a monetary component. If caught, the men involved could be charged 
with Trade & Trafficking (gambling) and subject to disciplinary action. Even still, men 
openly take the risk, and community members spoke about the value of fantasy football 
beyond the pot. Jorge described the excitement on the wing during football season: 
Sunday? That’s all it is. Football, football, football. [Fantasy football] is addictive 
man, it gives you something to look forward to. Sunday, Monday, and thank god for 
Thursday games… you talk to people you would never talk to if you’re not talking 
about fantasy football. 
—Jorge Negrette, 36 years old, incarcerated 17 years 
 
Men watch games “together” throughout the day even when they are in their 
individual cells. One community member shared he and his cellie would stack their TVs on 
top of each other so they could watch two games at a time. While watching games, men will 
switch between channels at commercials and obsessively track the ticker at the bottom of the 
screen.  
It brings us together though, it’s such a buzz. Everybody is up to it—complaining 
[about players]. It gives us something constructive to occupy our time. It gives you 
something to do, you’re either looking forward to next week or you’re in the games. 
It’s something to occupy your mind, to distract from the current situation. It’s a 
welcome distraction. 
—Terrance Hanson, 32 years old, incarcerated 10 years 9 months 
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4.3.1.3 Spells, mages, orcs, and dragons: Role-playing games 
Scrabble, chess, dominos, and cards are the most common games played during 
dayroom; however, for some men who are self-described “nerds,” Dungeons and Dragons 
(D&D) and Magic: the Gathering (Magic) are the two most popular RPGs. 
 
4.3.1.3.1 Magic: The Gathering 
Magic is a trading card game that became popular in the outside world in the mid-
1990s, and continues in popularity today (Lejacq 2013). The game can be played by two or 
more players and is based on fantasy themes. Players build their decks with different 
characters, weapons, and spells. Magic cards have different monetary value based on their 
rarity in the game. Magic cards made their way into the IDOC system, where they were once 
sold on commissary at DCC; however, the cards were removed in 2014. Community 
members reported that a group of men were playing poker using Magic cards as one form of 
currency to bet. When COs caught the men, they were written up for trade & trafficking 
(gambling). DCC administration decided to remove Magic cards from commissary as a 
result.  
An avid Magic player, Sean discussed his frustration with this decision. Sean stated 
that it wasn’t just about him being able to purchase new cards but rather an issue of the 
administration taking away one more thing that would help people do their time. The nature 






It gives us something to do with our time. Some people don’t even have a TV or 
radio…. the social aspect—this game creates a common thread among people who 
wouldn’t normally associate with each other. When you associate with people you 
wouldn’t normally, it helps you. You don’t just talk about the game you, inevitably 
talk about different subjects… it brings people together. 
—Sean Jacobs, early 30s, incarcerated over 10 years 
 
After the ban, Sean recalled giving an entire deck to someone who had just started his 
sentence at DCC. Even though Sean cannot purchase new cards—meaning that deck cannot 
be replaced—Sean wanted to share the resource because he knew it would help the man do 
his time.  
 
4.3.1.3.2 Dungeons and Dragons 
D&D is a fantasy RPG in which players take on the personas of characters they craft. 
The game is typically played by at least four people and designed around a storyline, called a 
campaign. One person is designated as the Dungeon Master who is in charge of coordinating 
the story and making judgments when necessary. The actions of the characters during the 
campaign are dictated by rolling certain combinations of dice, up to seven at a time, 
including a polyhedral (20-sided) die that D&D is famous for in the outside world. Since dice 
are not allowed in IDOC facilities, the men create spinners with numbered, concentric circles 
(see Figure 4-6). During the campaign, the Dungeon Master narrates the story, and players 
often speak in the voices of their characters.  
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Figure 4-6: Example of a D&D spinner used in prison. Source: Waypoint N.d. b 
 
Sean, who is known for his commitment to D&D, often coordinates campaigns with 
other men on the deck. He owns two D&D books that are complete with rules and premade 
campaigns. Each book is two to three inches thick and, due to the property rules, owning 
them is a sacrifice. Men at DCC are limited to the number of books they are allowed to have 
in their cell at a time, and all their books must fit in one property box. Even still, Sean states 
he does not mind the sacrifice since the books provide a way to get others interested in the 
game.  
In addition to the premade campaigns in these books, players can also design their 
own campaigns. Most community members who play D&D have created at least one 
campaign, which can take months to plan. Often, campaigns take 8-10 hours to play and 
stretch over months since dayroom is the only time the men have to gather. Sometimes 
campaign members are transferred to other housing units in the middle of gameplay. Odell 
shared the common narrative of other community members: he did not see himself playing 
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D&D when he first encountered the game, but has since grown to enjoy the ways it nourishes 
his creative side: 
It takes you away from this place. It’s fun. I’m very imaginative, I didn’t know that at 
first when I was playing…if you would have told me in the world I was gonna be 
playing Magic and D&D, I would ha have told you you were a fool to think that. 
—Odell Whitehorn Jr., 35 years old, incarcerated 16 years 2 months 
 
RPGs helped Odell discover his creativity. After being involved in D&D, he began a 
creative writing project. He currently writes fiction stories about one of his characters. He 
based some of the backstory on his own life growing up. His character is half-elf and half-
human. The human side is black, and the character is the only black elf where he grew up. 
His story begins after orcs raided and killed most of the people in the village. The character is 
taken under the wing of his uncle who teaches him life lessons. Though Odell loves to play 
D&D, there are not enough people who are interested in D&D on his current deck. 
 
Most of the community members in this project shared their experiences seeing D&D 
for the first time in prison. As Raphael said, 
When I was first introduced to the role-playing game Dungeons and Dragons, I was 
approximately 25 years old and had recently been transferred from a maximum 
security prison to a medium security prison, which was a culture shock. I didn’t know 
what to think of Dungeons and Dragons. I noticed a group of white guys sitting 
around a table playing this weird game that required them to speak in different voices 
and accents, roll one of two pin wheels (in place of dice), with one of the guys (whom 
I later learned to be the dungeon master) sitting behind cardboard giving orders. I was 
slightly interested, but there seemed to be a racial barrier. 
 
The group Raphael saw playing D&D consisted of one Latino man, one African American 
man, and three or four white men. Raphael is African American and stated he did not feel 
137 
comfortable approaching the table until the African American man who was playing 
approached him. Raphael goes on to share how he became involved in the game: 
the more I watched the more interested I became… eventually the dungeon master 
helped me build a character—a half-human half-orc barbarian—and I joined the 
campaign…. One of the most important lessons that came from playing D&D was 
learning to be social with people that come from different backgrounds than me. 
—Raphael Jackson, 39 years old, incarcerated 23 years 4 months 
 
Since becoming more involved, Raphael has served as Dungeon Master and has written his 
own campaigns. Playing D&D pushed Raphael out of his comfort zone not just by engaging 
in “nerdy” behavior. Though self-segregation by race and gang is not as prevalent at DCC as 
it is at other IDOC facilities, it is still the norm. There are no immediate consequences to 
associating with people of a different race as there would be in a maximum institution, 
however groups are usually homogenous during dayroom. D&D acts as a catalyst and one 
space where these divisions are cast aside. The social community building involved in D&D 
creates a space where a new dimension of identity transcends that of race or gang affiliation. 
Playing D&D is a rule negotiation with COs and other DCC staff. Figure 4-7 is an 
illustration of men playing D&D, with their character’s identities shown in green over the 
Figure 4-7: Illustration of men playing D&D in the joint. Source: Waypoint N.d.a 
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DOC uniforms. If the same group of four or more men is seen gathered around a table, 
engaged in the same activity, they could be labeled a Security Threat Group, i.e., a gang. The 
D&D game board, spinner, and the figurines representing players are all created by hand and 
are considered contraband. However, COs often look the other way in a form of rule 
negotiation, although there have been accounts of certain COs allowing the practice to 
continue, then confiscating the items and issuing disciplinary tickets the very next day. This 
is sometimes attributed to retaliation for complaints made against staff, or other targeted, 
purposeful actions by staff. Game pieces are also subject to being labeled as contraband in a 
shakedown. The decision to allow the incarcerated men to keep the D&D objects is 
completely subjective and left to the CO or administrative officer at the time. 
 
4.3.2 Prison Potluck: Cooking As A Form Of Resistance 
 
As might be expected, food from the chow hall has a reputation for being subpar. 
Portions are slim, and the menu leaves much to be desired. On the rare occasions popular 
food is served, the community members stated they are rushed in and out of chow hall in less 
than twenty minutes. Though some noted this may be simply an impression and not an actual 
practice, the feeling of being rushed when good food was served was a common occurrence. 
Most men skip breakfast since it is served so early [see Table X on DCC schedule]. Skipping 
meals in chow hall may also be a practical decision. DCC is not equipped with air 
conditioning in most of the main buildings, including the housing units and the chow hall. 
Tacho explained, that in the summer, he avoids chow hall altogether simply because it is so 
humid and uncomfortable: 
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“[In summer] I make something in the cell and don’t even go to 
chow hall. They have three fans in the chow hall and they pile in two 
hundred, three hundred guys just eating.” 
—Tacho Esparza, 47 years old, incarcerated 7 years 6 months 
 
Most men try to eat as many meals as possible off commissary items 
rather than the chow hall. Though the food list can change month to 
month, DCC commissary sells beans, chili, cheese, cookies, noodles, 
chips, pre-cooked packages of beef/chicken/pork/bacon, and spices. 
Prices vary, but desirable items are usually $3 or $4 each. Figure 4-8 
is the grocery section of DCC commissary in July 2016; not pictured 
are the sections for beverages, candy, and snacks. See Appendix B 
for is the full commissary list. Since monthly income must cover 
personal hygiene items, toiletries, medical care copays, and clothes, 
purchasing food from commissary is considered a luxury. As 
Michael observed: 
 
There is supposed to be a cap on what they can charge us. 
Commissary here is crazy. You can spend $50 at commissary and 
barely have any food. You get all your necessities, and your wants 
are on the wayside. 





Figure 4-8: Grocery list from DCC 
Commissary, July 2016. See Appendix B. 
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Bryan shared his feelings of cooking for just himself, and the importance of making it 
a communal activity: 
As much as the stuff costs here, I feel like I’m wasting money cooking something just 
for myself… When you talk about making meals, it’s too expensive. I feel guilty 
when I do it just for myself.  
[I say] “Hey cellie, you wanna make something?” 
Just so I know I’m not wasting money just on myself. When I first got over there my 
box was loaded and he wasn’t as well off as I am, from time to time… I made a meal 
for us, he ate a burrito and a half. That’s what I generally try to do, cook with other 
people. Like a homie who I’m tight with, we are both porters on the second shift… 
We put a meal together: you’re cooking today, [the other] will take over cleaning. 
—Bryan Dean, 31 years old, incarcerated 8 years 
  
Former EJP student Otilio Rosas wrote about cooking the traditional Mexican dish 
mole as a form of resistance to the prison system. In his paper, Rosas captured the sentiment 
many community members have: 
Our everyday lives are regimented by unwanted interferences with the carceral 
environment. The mental strain that is meted out to us on any given day could break 
any individual if outlets were not set in place from person to person. The 
encroachment on our individual autonomy can only go on as long as we endorse it, 
perpetuate it, and allow it to fester as it deteriorates our individuality. The manner in 
which I resist said encroachment is by taking a step back, not going to lunch or 
dinner, and taking my time in making a well-thought out meal that has much 
relevance in the efficacy of my act of resistance. (Rosas, 2015) 
There are creative ways to cook meals on the cellblock, sometimes using ingredients 
considered contraband. Some ingredients are obtained from the officers’ kitchen. Chilly 
shared an experience where he was sent to seg for stealing vegetables: 
But the thing is they don't use that food for the food they feed us. They use the good 
shit for the food they make for the officers. So in my rebellious shit I’ll steal this shit 
for stealing from us. Bell peppers, onions, tomatoes… And what pissed them off the 
most—they wanted to know who it was that gave it to me but I wasn’t gonna tell 
them that. 
—Chilly, 36 years old, incarcerated 20 years 
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In an environment where men often go years without even seeing fresh produce, Chilly saw 
the opportunity to share fresh vegetables with others as one space to resist. Most of the time 
fresh fruit, vegetables, meat, or other ingredients are available for the officers’ meals, not 
even the leftovers are used in the chow hall kitchens. 
 
4.3.2.1 Chefs on the wing 
Basic cooking involves warming up pre-cooked packages of food purchased from 
commissary using water heated in a hot pot. Figure 4-9 shows a prison issued hot pot, similar 
to those at DCC, with a clear base to show wiring (a common practice for electronics in 
prison). As Bernard said, 
It’s not really cooking when you warm up water and put it on your food. I’m not like 
a lot of other people considered prison chefs, but I know how to cook for myself. I’m 
satisfied with how it’ll taste. It’s not really cooking, you just add water, that’s it. Just 
organize. You can make it a way where it does taste delicious. 
—Bernard Patton, 36 years old, incarcerated 17 years 
Tacho explained how he cooks pizza in his cell; though all of the 
ingredients he uses are sold on commissary, the method he uses to 
“cook” the pizza is against the rules: 
You gotta be creative in prison. I can make a pizza. Use a couple of 
sleeves of saltine crackers, crush them up and add water to make the 
dough. They sell pepperoni, summer sausage, jalapeño—any meat they 
sell put it on. You precook it. You can cook the whole pizza but you’re 
not supposed to. There are ways in which you can cook the whole thing 
but you’re not supposed to. 








More advanced cooks typically use a combination of ingredients and methods that are against 
the rules. The notoriety of the “prison chefs” can extend beyond the wing, as men can place 
orders for food with people on different cellblocks. Jorge, the self-described best cook on the 
block, described his meals as famous throughout the prison: 
“I’m the shit when it comes to cooking. [My specialty is] layers. Put shell on the 
bottom, pasta sauce, cheese, meat… repeat that process four or five times. It’s so 
good… 
Burritos are my next favorite, or meat lovers. But them only come out twice a year for 
[a friend’s] birthday and my birthday because it’s like an eighty-dollar meal. It’s just 
all meat: carnitas, baracodas, chicken, all meat. A lot of guys say  
“Crank we wanna cook with you on Sunday.” 
My food is so good you have different houses trying to send things over there to 
them. I’m gonna send the stuff, I’ll cook it for you. 
 
—Jorge Negrette, 36 years old, incarcerated 17 years 
Though some men charge money for cooking food for others, Jorge and other community 
members stated they will cook whatever other men want, as long as they pay for the 
ingredients. In addition to the food itself, Michael states the process of ordering food and 
having it delivered provides a sense of normalcy for some men: 
Guys want to feel like they are in the world. They put orders in, have it made and 
delivered. 
—Michael Harrell, 37 years old, incarcerated 22 years 
 
 
4.3.2.2 Sunday potlucks 
Jorge discussed how, every Sunday in his 17 years of incarceration, men on the wing 
get together for dinner:  
Every Sunday seven or eight of us get together and cook. It’s like back at home every 
Sunday is family time: you eat. That’s what we do right here too. Cook something 
and everybody contributes. There’s guys, their family don’t send them money. Others 
are fortunate, we get taken care of. If you’re part of that society you’re gonna get 
taken care of too. We get requests. We don’t have that many choices. Either burritos, 
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pizza, or layers like pizza puffs. It’s not like we have a variety of menus. Some of us 
are able to stay out all day: work 3:00pm-11:00pm so I like to cook before I come to 
work. Wake up Sunday morning, have meal done by 12; they eat, they get taken care 
of. 
 
Family get-togethers on Sundays are a tradition in the world. As Jorge describes, some men 
are not able to contribute resources. Though sometimes they have to be pressured to 
participate, they are warmly welcomed to the group. Jorge noted that, although the core 
group of men are Latino, Sunday dinner is open to others:  
To socialize with people, but yeah because even like it’s only Latinos, there’s certain 
people I would never say what’s up or talk to. Other guys bring them in and it’s like, 
OK I’ll cook for you. Yesterday this old black guy said,  
“Hey Crank!” 
I thought I was hearing things.  
This guy said, “What would you charge me to make a pizza?”  
I said, “Man, just give me the stuff and I’ll make it for free.” 
—Jorge Negrette, 36 years old, incarcerated 17 years 
Michael expanded on this sentiment, wherein, even though it is technically against the rules 
to cook and share food with each other, 
being able to share food with someone you have a commonality with. You may 
extend your hand in a show of generosity—you’re not looking for any reciprocation. 
One of the few pleasures we have in a place such as this. A lot of people rely on food 
as comfort. 
—Michael Harrell, 37 years old, incarcerated 22 years 
Sundays are especially meaningful during football season as men watch games “together” (at 
the same time in separate cells).  
 
4.3.2.3 Special occasions 
Big meals are common on special occasions like Thanksgiving, Christmas, and New 
Year’s. Birthdays are another event where men will surprise each other with expensive meals 
or special desserts. Manny described a birthday meal his cellie prepared for him: 
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I woke up on my birthday one day and he made the best prison food I ever had. All 
the beefs, he got the whole thing—onion, bell peppers—he had to pay for each one of 
those.… I woke up and here’s this fat guy over there saying “nah-nah-nah-nah-nah 
Birthday Boy go back to sleep” …Nobody in the world cared about me as a kid… and 
here I am in prison with some grown man I barely know… [told myself] you’re 
gonna go home and be decent. You’re gonna go home and get a good job. 
—Manny Garcia, 23 years old, incarcerated 6 years 
 
Cooking and sharing food on the wing is an example of social citizenship practices 
comparable to neighborhood block parties in the world. In the carceral civil society of 
mistrust, sharing food or even being seen sharing food could result in disciplinary action. 
Sunday dinners and meals on special occasions are acts of resistance to the structural and 
interpersonal barriers to creating a healthy civil society. Nonetheless, cooking is a common 
practice on the wing that aids in community building, allowing a space for men to engage 




Mentoring as a form of social citizenship practices requires trust, selflessness and 
vulnerability. These relationships typically have a generation gap between men. The older or 
more experienced men first have the opportunity mentor the new generation upon arriving at 
DCC by sharing limited resources. More intimate relationships allow men to mentor others 
by helping them avoid pitfalls of prison and providing strategies to resist the confines of 
carceral civil society. For some fortunate men, these relationships can deepen into not simply 




4.3.3.1 On the new 
When an individual is transferred to a prison, it is either from a county jail or another 
prison. Typically, men are transported on large IDOC busses and shackled at the wrists, 
waist, and ankles. After arriving at DCC, men are processed in the Receiving Unit before 
being assigned a cell. If transferring from another prison, they come with property boxes. 
However, DCC staff must clear the items before being released to their owners, a process 
that can take days. DCC issues clothes and a small number of toiletries: one state bar of soap, 
one state toothpaste, one toothbrush, three razors, three changes of clothes (pair of socks, T-
Shirt, boxers, state blue shirt, state blue pants), and one pair of state shoes (nicknamed 
“Marsha Brady’s” see Figure 4-10). 
Men on the new have to rely on the small amount of toiletries given to them in 
Receiving to last until a trip to the commissary, which could be weeks or up to month. Even 
if someone is lucky enough to be able to visit commissary the week they are transferred, it is 
not guaranteed that the money they had on their books from the previous institution would 
have cleared yet. Since commissary is the only 
source for Write Outs, men on the new are often 
unable to contact loved ones on the outside to let 
them know their new location. Due to security 
reasons, men who are going to be transferred are not 
told the exact time when they will be moved. When 
they arrive at the new institution with no money 
readily available, they are not able to contact loved 
ones to inform them of their transfer. Figure 4-10: Blue Marsha Brady Shoes, similar 
to those issued by IDOC. BobBarker.com N.d.b. 
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Additionally, men on the new are unable to purchase clothing items or shoes. Jorge described 
meeting men in Receiving recently transferred to DCC: 
There’s certain guys on the new in receiving… we ask if they need soap or whatever, 
we send them a write out so you can write your family. 
 
Jorge also described encountering someone he knew in the world who had just transferred:  
I saw someone I knew from the world on the new, he was wearing the Marsha 
Brady’s [IDOC shoes]. I asked,  
“What do you need? Soap? A write out?” 
He said, 
“I need some soap, some deodorant, and some shoes.”  
It’s crazy I had just bought these brand-new shoes so I just took them off and gave 
them to him. That’s crazy right? … We have to look out for each other though. 
—Jorge Negrette, 36 years old, incarcerated 17 years 
 
As this example shows, personal hygiene items are typically what men on the new need the 
most. Community members like Jorge talk about sharing soap, deodorant, and toothpaste, 
each of which costs $1.00-$2.00.13 Beyond the monetary value, community members have 
toiletries to share because they purposely stock up on items for themselves. If coming from a 
county jail, the only shoes men on the new have are flimsy canvas shoes issued by IDOC. 
Some community members joke these shoes are so cheap they disintegrate in water. At the 
very least, canvas shoes are not ideal for walking in the rain or winter weather.  
4.3.3.2  “Be suspicious of anyone who is too friendly”—Ulterior motives 
This is how I was raised. Although I was born in Peoria, I was raised in prison…. So 
the prison culture that I’m used to is a pretty standoffish one, where everyone is 
extremely attuned to not insulting or disrespecting anybody; trying to be as respectful 
as possible. You try not to make new friends. Be suspicious of anyone who is too 
friendly. In prison, everyone has a motive, everyone has some sort of agenda, whether 
                                                
13 DCC Commissary list for July 2016 is provided in Appendix B. 
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it is good or bad, it will come out to the surface. Everyone has a reason for 
introducing themselves, most of the time it is not altruism. That’s how prison is. Mind 
yours, take care of your own, don’t worry about what someone else does. 
—Nikia Perry, 38 years old, incarcerated 21 years 
 
Nikia has been incarcerated since the age of 17 and described the common narrative 
of community members’ suspicion of everyone. Stool pigeons are an extreme threat but not 
the only one. Nikia’s narrative reflects the general sentiment of most community members—
everybody has his own motivations for doing something. This suspicion is heightened when 
others engage in social citizenship practices that have no direct benefit to themselves on face 
value. The practice of sharing resources with men on the new is common, but it is typically 
understood as the extent of acts of kindness without a favor in return. Other acts of kindness, 
compassion, and concern are often met with the question, “What’s in it for you?” Many 
community members shared stories of this suspicious feeling early in their bit, and how they 
now recognize these acts for what they were.  
 
4.3.3.2.1 Brandon & John 
John described one of the lowest points in his bit, when he was struggling with 
conflicts both with other men in prison and with family on the outside. He stated that, during 
this time, he tried not to think about his reality. During dayroom, a man on the wing named 
Brandon14 saw John staring out a window: 
Brandon said, “Something wrong with you? Are you alright? You want a hug?” and 
after I said, “Get away from me” he hugged me anyway. Like, hugged me in a way 
that—I was mad that you touched me, but I also needed that. And he grabbed me tight 
and just held me. He went through all my defenses and he knew. That touched me. I 
needed that time. I broke a tear. He helped me a lot; he was someone I could talk to. 
                                                
14Name changed to a pseudonym.  
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That helped me through my rough period. It was a start. The crazy part about that: the 
guy was a homosexual, one of the flaming, makeup-wearing types…. I got a lot of 
heat from that, from even socializing with him. That man may have saved me, and he 
wasn't scared to save me. Whatever came with me socializing with him, I embraced 
it. At the time I thought he had ulterior motives. He never showed me that though, 
you don’t find many people here like that. It was like he was placed there for that 
reason: he changed me. He gave me something to look forward to when I came back 
from work. Other guys didn't socialize with him, so he was always available… I 
always wanted to [tell him what it meant] but I didn't want him to get the wrong 
impression. But it wasn't like that though. The way I think now I would tell him and 
ask him because I would want to know. I never told him. 
—John Hughes, 35 years old, incarcerated 20 years 
 
In the culture of mistrust and individualism, it is difficult to show yourself to be 
vulnerable, even in a game of Scrabble. Combined with the hypermasculine environment of 
men’s prisons, it is not surprising the simple act of a hug could have such a powerful impact. 
John credits Brandon for truly seeing him in that moment, in recognizing his humanity, and 
breaking through John’s defenses.  
Brandon and John’s friendship was complicated by Brandon’s identity as an openly 
gay man. People who identify as queer are marginalized, stigmatized, and generally outcast 
in prison. Most of the other incarcerated men did not socialize with Brandon. John chose to 
do so often after this moment, even though other men gave John trouble for it. Though John 
initially thought Brandon might have ulterior motives for wanting to hug him, he knew the 
act was about recognizing humanity in another, rather than anything sexual. Still, John never 
felt comfortable sharing how much Brandon’s hug meant to him, for fear of it being 
misinterpreted. Now that years have passed and John is comfortable being open about 
himself, he plans to look up Brandon once he is released and share the story of the impact 
this hug had on him. John even hugs other men in the same way:  
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Oh yeah; it makes a lot of people uncomfortable though…In prison we have the 
“manly hug” with the hand in the middle…When my father came to see me he said 
“What is this? Hug me like a man does.”  I still do though, in this environment you 
need that. 
—John Hughes, 35 years old, incarcerated 20 years 
 
Brandon and John’s relationship is an example of social bonding in carceral civil 
society. John’s feeling of being lost at this point in his bit was a product of structural 
dehumanization of the prison system that he had endured since he was 15 years old. His 
initial mistrust of Brandon reflects the barriers to connecting with other individuals in 
carceral civil society. However, in this moment, Brandon was able to break through those 
barriers and create a moment of genuine social connection with John. This became the 
foundation of a trusting relationship that went on to have other positive effects for John in 
future community building practices. 
 
4.3.3.2.2 Manny & Big 
Incarcerated just before his seventeenth birthday, Manny first arrived at DCC when 
he was 19. In his own words, he was still in a negative space with the “old mentality” of gang 
life. Big15 was Manny’s first longtime cellie, and, though the two got along, Manny became 
suspicious when Big asked when he was going to sign up for GED prep classes. Manny did 
not want to sign up for school since it meant a possible transfer to a different housing unit. In 
addition, his job assignment was in the kitchens and he did not want school to conflict with 
his job. Big continued to ask Manny about the GED class and encourage him to sign up. 
Manny saw this as Big’s way of trying to get Manny transferred out of the cell. Many was 
hurt and angry because he liked Big and thought they got along well as cellies. Though Big 
                                                
15 Name changed to a pseudonym. 
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continued to encourage him to enroll, Manny remained resistant. One day when returning 
from his job assignment, Big had a surprise for Manny: 
He signed me up for school behind my back! He wrote as me to the GED teacher and 
signed my name. A couple of days later he comes over and hands me something. It’s 
a school request slip. I look at him, he started laughing and said, 
“Ah yes, it’s your request slip.” 
I thought,  
“You motherfucker, you want me to go to school house so bad?” 
He said,  
“No, it’s for your daughter, you gotta think ahead.” 
I’m still doing a bit, I don’t care, you gotta go. I climbed in bed and thought, “This 
motherfucker, if I get moved to 2 House, I’m gonna hit him on the way out… but I 
liked him.” 
 
After the GED teacher informed Manny that he wouldn’t have to move housing units, Manny 
was anxious to tell Big how his plan failed: 
I came back and said,  
“See?? I’m not gonna move!” 
and he said,  
“No for real, I want you to be in school.” 
 
Manny eventually believed Big had his best interest in mind. Big helped Manny study for the 
GED exam, quizzing him on practice exams in their cell. At first, Manny struggled with math 
problems. Big told him he already knew the material and reminded Manny he used to sell 
drugs. After that, Manny said had no problems with math to the point where Big would 
jokingly ask if he was cheating when Manny answered all the practice questions correctly. 
When Manny took the GED exam, he thought he might fail. His first instinct was to tell Big 
“It’s all your fault.” Manny received the news he passed the GED exam on the first try, and 
shared how Big reacted to the news: 
“He said,  
‘You sign up for college?’ 
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I said  
‘Hell no, I can’t do that’ 
He said, 
‘Yeah you couldn’t get a GED either’ 
If it wasn’t for Big, none of that would have happened… thanks to Big I got my 
GED, and even later [college]. Without him it wouldn’t have happened. 
—Manny Garcia, 23 years old, incarcerated 6 years 
At first, Manny was unable to believe Big truly cared about his wellbeing. A history 
of childhood trauma coupled with growing up in jails and prisons from the age of 17, Manny 
had very few adults who cared about him. Big was 20 years his senior and had been 
incarcerated for a number of years. When Big signed Manny up for school without 
permission, Manny did not believe it was because Big cared about him but rather because 
Big had an ulterior motive to get rid of him as a cellie. Even when picturing being moved to a 
different housing unit and punching Big on the way out, Manny recalled feeling like he still 
liked Big even in this moment of anger. Though the initial mistrust was present, Big’s actions 
helped create a relationship based in compassion and concern. Big played a parental role for 
Manny, counseling him on how to be a good father and ensure his future through education. 
Years later, Manny is able to reflect on how much Big cared about him, and the lasting 
impact Big had on his life. This type of social bonding and formation of trust lays the 
foundation for other community building practices.  
 
4.3.3.3 Not “like” a family, we are family 
There are few and far between opportunities to get away with things in prison. When 
you know someone is being asked a question about something you’ve done, you find 
out quickly who you can trust. You find out who you can depend on. [They become] 
not as equal to family members, but sometimes in higher regard. When you find 
someone you can trust, you hold on to them. 
—Nikia Perry, 38, incarcerated 21 years 
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There’s always gonna be somebody that you can confide in. You make friends here, 
not very many, but you do. That's one way I feel human: conversations I have with 
certain individuals. 
—Tacho Esparza, 37 years old, incarcerated 7 years 6 months 
 
As Chapter 3 illustrated, EJP classrooms were one space men were able to engage in 
social citizenship practices outside of the cellblock. Though community members may see 
each other often in the Education Building, on any given wing there are at most only five to 
seven other EJP students out of 112 men. It is no surprise that men who do live in the same 
wing or cellblock spoke about each other in their interviews. As both Nikia and Tacho noted, 
the few friends men make in prison are precious. These relationships are based purely on 
trust and care for one another.  
 
4.3.3.3.1 B and Larry 
Though occasions such as Sunday potlucks bring men together on the wing, they are 
not necessarily the space for deep, one-on-one connections. While some men may form close 
bonds with their cellies, it is uncommon for two men to be close enough to truly consider 
each other as family. Because of the barriers to connecting with loved ones in the world, 
familial bonds are hard to establish. It takes a true connection to dismantle the culture of 
mistrust. When asked about his support system inside DCC, B described his relationship with 
Larry: 
Larry Barrett. He was my cellie for a long time.  I’ve been on the deck with him 
forever. He’s like a brother to me more or less. I don't see myself going to bat for 
many people in here, but that cat—no bullshit is like a brother to me. We tend to help 
each other out a lot, like if I was going to the store [commissary] today I would send 
him food. 
My mom talked to him on the phone. I had a couple situations where I had horrible 
cellies. So when I got in a cell with him, he would say “Tell your mom I said hi” 
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She would say, 
“Oh! Mijo! Say hi!” 
Now when I talk to her she asks about him. 
At some point we must have crossed paths…I think he used to be locked up in 
DuPage County while I was there. We know a lot of the same people, some people 
we knew from the street… We had the same interests: sports, cars, education, and 
other general bullshit. Music—I don't find many people who really like The 
Diplomats. There’s not a lot of people who know obscure Diplomat songs. I was just 
singing in the dayroom and he joined in. We had similar interests. Once we got 
conversing, we got close. He’s a Hebrew Israelite [too]. We start talking about 
spiritual things together. He’s like a brother to me. 
—Bryan Dean, 31 years old, incarcerated 8 years 
 
Larry and B are well known in DCC for their close relationship. They are both the 
same age and have been incarcerated for similar lengths of time. They share the same taste in 
almost all their hobbies, and they both have a passion for education. They are currently 
collaborating on a written piece on the topic of freedom. While reflecting on familial 
relationships in DCC, one community member commented that some guys get close like 
cousins, but Larry and B are brothers. In an environment designed to isolate, Larry and B’s 
relationship is an example of the trust and openness required for true communities to be 
created.  
 
4.3.3.3.2 Manny, Mikey, and Angel 
Manny described his relationship with community members Mikey and Angel: 
We care about each other. Here you take on them family roles. Me and Mikey—
Mikey doesn’t want to see me mess up. Angel is the same way, [he’ll say]  
“He’s kind of stressed out, I should help him.”  
In the world our families say they care, but they don’t. [Mikey] is a grown individual 




When Manny had some distressing news from the world he sought out Angel: 
I asked Angel, he is more compassionate…he said,  
“We are so down, all we can see is up. Everybody else in the world is only 
looking down. We see something so great at the top when they really don’t 
see it because they aren’t looking at the same picture we are..... 
“You need each other. Without me going and talking to Angel the other day, 
where would I be? Without me coming down to bug Mikey everyday—we 
yell at each other, we race each other: 
“Ah we gotta be there—do you know what time it is?”  
He is my time keeper. I come out for yard at seven in the morning and I look 
and he is asleep. By the time we go to the weight pile, he is walking around 
with his books—GONE. I look at him the same way, if he can do it, I can do 
it. Knowing him, meeting these other guys—if he can have a job and go to 
school so can I. 
 —Manny Garcia, 23 years old, incarcerated 6 years 
The relationship between Manny, Mikey, and Angel functions as a family unit. Mikey 
and Angel are in their mid-thirties and both have been incarcerated at least ten years longer 
than Manny. As the older generation, Mikey and Angel both recall their early years of 
incarceration and their own struggles. Their relationship with Manny provides the love and 
support they did not have early in their bits.  
In this narrative, Manny recalled asking Angel for advice. When Manny first received 
the distressing news, he was very upset and his instinct was to turn to anger. Instead, he 
turned to Angel who was able to explain different viewpoints of the parties involved and led 
Manny to a deeper understanding of other people’s perspective. Manny also described seeing 
Mikey loaded down with books, walking to the Education Building every single day. Mikey 
is involved in most of the programming offered at DCC and is responsible for spearheading 
new programs of his own. Mikey often sacrifices dayroom and rec time to be in the 
Education Building. Manny sees himself in Mikey, and watching Mikey take courses let 
Manny envision that path for himself. Because of Mikey and Angel, Manny enrolled in EJP. 
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Though Manny started out his bit mistrusting Big and closing himself off to others, he grew 
as a person and learned to be more trusting of others to the point where he considers Mikey 
and Angel to be his family.  
4.4 CONCLUSION 
This chapter has shown the ways in which community members engage in social 
citizenship practices on the wing as a form of resistance to oppressing structural and 
interpersonal barriers to trust in carceral civil society. Institutional barriers hinder 
connections of men at DCC with loved ones on the outside. Monetary costs and logistics 
make it difficult for men to write or call home, as well as for loved ones to visit DCC. These 
barriers create an even greater need to cultivate trusting bonds on the inside. Unfortunately, 
the snitch culture created by IA results in an environment of suspicion and individualism; 
however, community members describe spaces of resistance on the wing. Despite the hectic 
schedule, limited time, and limited space, community members are able to engage with each 
other and create spaces of trust, kindness, and compassion.  
Social citizenship practices exemplify community building through acts of kindness, 
care, and concern; however, there are risks associated with engaging in these activities. 
Institutional rules prohibit more than four men gathering together on a regular basis, engaged 
in the same task. While playing D&D or sharing a Sunday potluck, these groups are at risk 
for being labeled a “Security Threat Group”—a gang. As one community member expressed, 
he was not allowed to hold a Bible Study Group since it would fall under this category. 
Moreover, sharing food or other resources is also against DCC rules. Nevertheless, 
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community members continue to engage in social citizenship practices as a form of 
resistance to both the rules of the joint and the culture of mistrust.
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5 CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION 
“It’s nothing like the community out in the world. You’re a number, not a person.” 
—Tacho Esparza, 47 years old, incarcerated 7 years 6 months 
 
“Community around here in prison is not too much different from the outside world.” 
—Charles Bryant, 56 years old, incarcerated 22 years 
 
This research project began with investigating the ways incarcerated men engage in 
citizenship practices. The quotes from Charles and Tacho, introduced in Chapter 1, highlight 
the main themes of this study. Carceral civil society is a space almost entirely cut off from 
free civil society. It is a space where associational life is controlled and monitored by the 
state. The dehumanizing effects of different forms of violence inhibit the formation of 
communal bonds and trust. At the same time, there are spaces of resistance in carceral civil 
society where men are able to engage in community building practices similar to those in free 
civil society. 
 
5.1 CARCERAL CITIZENSHIP 
My theory of carceral citizenship has three foundational elements. First, I define civil 
society as a product of citizenship practices. Much of the citizenship literature reviewed in 
this dissertation regards civil society as the space where citizenship is learned, practiced, 
contested, and refined. However, rather than defining civil society by its relationship to the 
state and the private sector, I define civil society as a product of active practices. That is, the 
political and social citizenship practices people engage in create and recreate civil society.  In 




The second element of this theory defines carceral citizenship as an active process of 
community building rather than a status. Most theoretical approaches to citizenship focus on 
citizenship in terms of a formal legal status. The importance of legal citizenship should not 
be undervalued, however I argue legal status should be decentralized when examining 
citizenship. Expanding the definition of citizenship allows for a broader understanding of the 
lived experiences of individuals as they engage with each other, with social institutions, and 
with the state. Focusing on practices rather than a label allows citizenship to be understood 
through the power of community building. Thus, individuals can contribute to the process of 
creating and recreating civil society but to truly engage in citizenship means engaging in 
community building. 
These community building acts refer to the third element of this theory—carceral 
citizenship is defined through practices. These are the interactions that contribute to the 
betterment of the community and are comprised of decision-making, resource allocation, 
concern, care and collective action. I group citizenship practices into two camps: political 
and social. Political citizenship practices are behaviors that attempt to influence state-
sanctioned rules or processes. In addition to collective action, these practices include other 
rights mobilization tactics such as civil disobedience and rights-claiming. Social citizenship 
practices are formal and informal community building actions rooted in trust and care.  
These three elements are a unique lens to understanding the process of citizenship 
which is relevant to examining citizenship in communities on the margins of society. It is 
especially applicable to understanding citizenship in prisons. Most individuals incarcerated in 
the U.S. are legal citizens, however they do not have full citizenship rights while under the 
jurisdiction of the state. Prisons exist in total institutions far removed from free civil society. 
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For these reasons, carceral citizenship necessitates an approach that centralizes the lived 
experiences of people who are incarcerated rather than solely their relationship with the state.  
 
5.1.1 Carceral Civil Society 
 
Using the theoretical framework of carceral citizenship, this project investigated the 
narratives of incarcerated community members at DCC. In context of the first research 
question in this dissertation, the stories revealed the individual, institutional and social factors 
that shaped the production of civil society in prison. The men involved in this project shared 
narratives of their experiences at different IDOC institutions. Early in their bit, narratives 
focused on experiences in county jails. After sentencing, the men shared stories about 
maximum security institutions. Obviously the majority of narratives regarding medium 
security facilities took place at DCC. No matter the facility level, the civil society the men 
described shared features of violence but also spaces of resistance. Institutional factors 
included: level of security, amount of programming available, proximity to home 
community. The most common individual and social factors were level of maturity, gang 
affiliation, connection to loved ones on the outside, and personal relationships on the inside.  
The political and social citizenship practices described in the different institutions 
over time produced and reproduced what I define as carceral civil society, which did not 
simply discourage community building, but actively inhibited it. Figure 5-1 below illustrates 
the compounding forces of state-sanctioned violence from the top-down, and interpersonal 
violence from the bottom-up that hindered healthy community building. The space between 
these two oppressive forces represent the daily lived experiences of the community members 
involved in this project. The spaces of resistance are those in which despite the consequences 
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men engaged in political and/or social practices thus shaping a small space of healthy civil 
society in an otherwise oppressive structure. 
 
Figure 5-1: Carceral Civil Society 
 
 
5.1.1.1 State-Sanctioned Violence 
The data demonstrated state-sanctioned violence from the top-down as either the 
structural form of IDOC policies and/or as actions of agents of the state (IDOC staff). As 
illustrated through the words of community members in the previous chapters, IDOC 
procedures prevented men from engaging with each other in a consistent and somewhat safe 
space. The physical structure of some maximum institutions alone was enough to have a 
dehumanizing effect on some of the men. Though it could be argued sharing a cell with 
someone 21 hours a day sometimes brought men closer together, the cramped living 
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conditions resulted in more conflicts than community building. At DCC, the hectic schedule 
of overlapping events often forces men to choose between rec time, showers, phoning loved 
ones, attending class, and engaging in leisure time social interactions. Financial restrictions 
and institutional rules also hinder continuous connections with loved ones on the outside 
(visits, phone calls, write outs)  
State-sanctioned violence from the top-down also manifested in direct actions by 
IDOC staff. Among the numerous stories of abuse, perhaps the most egregious were the 
narratives of the IDOC Orange Crush unit and the ‘Fight Club’ coordinated by COs. 
However, the seemingly small day-to-day mistreatment has a cumulative effect. Larry 
captures the sense of dehumanization in these more covert events, 
 “I think about this whole jail process… they don’t see us as humans. You have some 
staff who do, but for the most part they see us for what we did. There’s no 
rehabilitation, no ‘keeping the public safe’, they’re seeing us for what we should be 
punished for… like they’ve never made a mistake in their lives. If you’re not careful 
in this place, your self-worth and the way you view yourself can even be altered and 
changed. You start to look at yourself differently. I guess that’s when they say you’re 
‘institutionalized’—you see yourself as less than human.” 
—Larry Barrett, 31 years old, incarcerated 10 years 
 
5.1.1.2 Interpersonal Violence 
Interpersonal violence from the bottom-up was a byproduct of the community-
crushing effects of state-sanctioned violence. This violence took different forms in the 
sociohistorical context outlined in the narratives of community members. Over a period of 20 
years, conditions in IDOC facilities resulted in interpersonal violence evolving from explicit 
physical harm to an implicit community of mistrust (see Figure 5-2). From the 1990s to early 
2000s was the era when the gangs ruled the joint. Though this structure provided some level 
of organization and stability, the daily reality faced by community members was one with a 
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constant threat of physical violence—either from fellow gang members or rival 
organizations. Even when individuals had no personal stake in an altercation, community 
members were expected to be ready to participate in physical violence at any time. As 
Gerardo explains,  
[If] somebody isn’t having a good day and he messes with somebody [else]—now 
being in a gang you are obligated to fight with your fellow gang members. That 
person who is having a bad day can go mess with somebody in your gang, you don't 
have anything to do in this situation, but now you have to fight. 




Figure 5-2: Interpersonal Violence in IDOC Timeline 
 
After the Speck tape scandal, IDOC authorities transferred gang leaders either out of 
state or to the newly opened Tamms supermax institution for indefinite solitary confinement. 
Although gangs are of course still present in IL prisons, these actions broke the far-reaching 
163 
 
organizations within the institutions. In the years that followed, interpersonal violence took a 
more covert form of mistrust in a snitch culture. Once the police took the joint back, they 
were able to enact policies that encouraged individualism over community. Incentives to 
snitch were especially prevalent at DCC. As the narratives in this research demonstrate, the 
culture of mistrust at DCC is so commonplace, many community members reflected on the 
fear of sharing any personal information with others. 
 
5.1.1.3 Spaces of Resistance 
The analysis presented in this project reveals carceral civil society as an oppressed 
space subject to state-sanctioned violence from the top down, and interpersonal violence 
from the bottom up. Community members describe the ‘middle space’ as the lived 
experiences of being incarcerated. Though it is not possible to fully escape the dual pressures 
of violence in carceral civil society, there are spaces of resistance to these two forms of 
violence. This project illustrates the ways in which engaging in citizenship practices are 
active forms of resistance to structural and interpersonal violence.  
These spaces of resistance address the second research question in this dissertation. 
Chapters 2, 3, and 4 illustrate the forms of civil society produced in prisons. These chapters 
also outline the political and social citizenship practices that produce carceral civil society. I 
define political citizenship practices as collective efforts that seek to influence state 
processes, including rights mobilization and rights-claiming. Social citizenship practices are 
formal and informal community-building actions rooted in trust and care; including social 
bonding and other interactions based on mutual aid.  
164 
 
As illustrated in Chapter 2, collective action as a form of political citizenship practice 
took place during the era when the gangs ruled the joint. The level of organization due to 
gang control allowed for demonstrations of rights mobilization tactics. These actions 
included traditional mobilization strategies such as boycotts and sit-ins/stand-ins. Tactics also 
included acts of violence, which often meant destruction of personal property. Contrary to 
popular mobilization strategies, mobilization tactics were compulsory. Men faced 
consequences from their own gangs for not participating. Non-traditional tactics often 
occurred in the moment and participation was optional. Political citizenship practices often 
created an identity (however temporary) that transcended traditional segregation by race or 
gang affiliation. These practices were meaningful forms of resistance to the violence of 
carceral civil society.  
Chapter 3 demonstrated social citizenship practices in the neighborhood—in the gym, 
on the yard, and in the classroom. Community members described acts of building trust 
through social bonding and social interactions. For example, community building acts 
occurred during rec time, sports tournaments, and philosophical conversations while 
exercising. The prison classroom provides the space for the development of new 
communities, and thus new dimensions to one’s identity. Rather than “prisoner”, these spaces 
allow men to build communities around “college student” and “teacher”. However, these 
spaces are still subject to the structural forces that hinder community building, and are a 
reminder of how fragile these communities are to begin with. 
Chapter 4 detailed social citizenship practices on the block (on the cellblock). Despite 
the schedule, limited time, and limited space of dayroom, community members still engaged 
in social citizenship practices. Leisure activities such as friendly competitions in board games 
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and fantasy football created a space for men to engage with each other. Sharing meals and 
cooking brought groups together on a regular basis and was an opportunity for men to share 
resources with others. Close social bonds often came in the form of mentorship. A few 
community members shared their bonds with others were not simply friendship but a family. 
These spaces on the block often created identities that became primary rather than race or 
gang affiliation. 
 
5.2 CARCERAL CITIZENSHIP BEYOND THE PRISON 
The preceding chapters have demonstrated the practices of carceral citizenship and the 
ways it produces carceral civil society. These theoretical frameworks address the third 
research question of this dissertation—that is to say, understanding carceral citizenship and 
carceral civil society can inform our understanding of citizenship outside prison walls. 
Though this frame was developed in a specific carceral setting, it may be applicable to 
marginalized communities outside prison walls.  
When describing the communities from which they came, many members in this 
project shared similar stories: ‘home’ was a low-income neighborhood in South Side 
Chicago, where the majority of residents were people of color. Interpersonal violence in the 
form of both physical violence and a culture of mistrust were prevalent. Increased police 
surveillance combined with poor representation in local government and under-funded public 
schools all contributed to forms of state-sanctioned structural violence. Though the purpose 
of this project was not to investigate origin communities, many community members 
described spaces of resistance in their home neighborhoods in the form of social citizenship 
practices. Despite oppression from both the bottom-up and top-down, community members 
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shared stories of community basketball leagues, cookouts, and religious holidays that 
transcended gang and/or racial divisions. Future research on citizenship in communities on 
the margins of free civil society may benefit from using the frame of carceral citizenship to 
understand how people engage in citizenship practices and resist structural and interpersonal 
forms of violence. 
 
5.3 METHODOLOGY 
There has been a recent increase in prisons studies both the U.S. and internationally. 
The U.K. is at the forefront of this research, utilizing ethnographic work, interviews, and 
other qualitative methods (Buston 2018; Danks and Bradley 2018; Kelly 2018; Pike and 
Hopkins 2018; Woodall and Kinsella 2018). Even still, logistics and bureaucracy continue to 
be barriers to research. Norman (2017) describes being barred from observing a prison yard 
from a distance and from interviewing incarcerated men in a Canadian prison. Balfour and 
Martel (2018) use their struggles with a university ethics board to illustrate the difficulties in 
engaging in critical research with formerly incarcerated individuals.  
These examples illustrate what Reiter (2014) describes as the ‘pixelated’ view of 
prisons in academic research. In her comprehensive overview of recent prison research, 
Reiter claims the two main challenges in this field are: (1) the emotionally challenging aspect 
of the work and (2) logistical barriers to access incarcerated spaces. Reiter uses her own work 
(Reiter 2009; 2012a; 2012b) and Jenness (2010) as prime examples of integrating her 
suggestions for successful prison research: interdisciplinary collaboration, mixed-methods 
approach, and “collaboration with prison staff, prisoners, and even anti-prison activists, is 
critical to overcoming access barriers to prisons” (Reiter 2014: 423). Similarly, other 
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researchers have stressed the importance of reflexivity in prison research, and the importance 
of ‘rapport building’ with both incarcerated individuals and prison administration (Damsa 
and Ugelvik 2017; Mitchell et al. 2018). A study by Watson and van der Meulen (2018) 
exemplifies all of these recommendations. Though the authors originally planned a project 
that worked directly with people who are incarcerated, multiple institutional barriers 
prevented contact with incarcerated and formerly incarcerated individuals on parole. Watson 
and van der Meulen worked around these barriers, used an interdisciplinary approach, and 
kept the focus on the voices of the marginalized population. Even still this project shares a 
common characteristic with the majority of prison research: it is conducted from a 
researcher-oriented top-down approach.  
This dissertation combined traditional qualitative methodology with Participatory 
Action Research (PAR). This approach is unique as it is a collaborative effort with a 
community of men who are incarcerated at Danville Correctional Center (DCC). Incarcerated 
community members helped shape the project from the beginning as many of the ideas for 
this project began during informal conversations in the prison classroom years before Phase I 
began. We were very fortunate to only come up against relatively minor institutional barriers 
compared with the studies outlined above. Though this project is on a smaller scale, it 
illustrates the benefits of PAR and adds to the relatively few studies that use a PAR approach 
to prison research (Fine et al.; Fine and Torre 2006). A PAR approach can address all of the 
recommendations made by prison research scholars. The foundation of PAR is reflexivity 
and collaboration. Beyond simply ‘rapport building’ and networking with incarcerated 
individuals, this project incorporated community members as researchers in the design of the 
project and analysis of the data. Most of the community members involved in this project 
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chose to use their real names to identify their quotes. Though this is a risky decision, the men 
felt it was an important one as it gave them agency in allowing their voices to be heard. This 
research can serve as a model for future PAR projects in a carceral setting. In addition, future 
studies can take PAR a step further by working with incarcerated individuals to not only 
design projects and analyze results, but also to collect data—exemplified in Sosnowski et al. 
(n.d.). 
The contributions of this study extend beyond a unique methodological model. 
Community members are using results of this project to affect program and policy change at 
DCC. For example, as a direct result of this study, EJP instructors will be given different 
options to schedule programming during time slots that do not interfere with rec time or 
dayroom. In addition, information from this project has been used in grievances filed at 
DCC.  
 
5.4 POLICY IMPLICATIONS 
The findings of this dissertation demonstrate the importance of social interactions and 
building trust in a carceral setting. Ideally, the structural violence of the prison system itself, 
and the actions committed by staff members would be drastically changed from one of 
punishment to one of rehabilitation. This would in turn eliminate the snitch culture of 
mistrust. However, barring cultural shift in ideology, this does not seem likely. Instead, 
smaller moves can be enacted to facilitate social bonds and trust. Returning in part to the first 
research question of this project, the following policy recommendations are drawn from the 
institutional factors that shape carceral civil society. Though the following recommendations 
169 
 
are based on this research project and therefore specific to DCC and/or IDOC, they can be 
applicable to any state Department of Corrections.  
 
5.4.1 Open Dayroom 
 
An open dayroom at DCC would eliminate scheduling conflicts between gym, yard, 
showers, phone calls, leisure time, religious services, and educational programming. This 
would free up the schedules of individuals and allow them to participate in more activities 
outside of the cellblock. It would also allow for more interactions with others on the deck. 
Open dayroom is defined as time allowed out of the cell after breakfast until 10:00pm, 
excluding count times. Count times usually occur two to three times a day and would require 
men to lock up for 15-30 minutes for IDOC staff to do the counts. An open dayroom would 
provide more opportunities for men to engage in social citizenship practices both on the 
block and in the neighborhood. 
Open dayroom would require reclassification of the institution, of individuals, or 
both. IDOC classifies institutions on a scale of decreasing security risk from Level 1 to Level 
8. These classifications correspond with the privileges and services provided at the 
institution. For example, as a Level 2 facility, DCC is labeled “21/3” meaning incarcerated 
individuals spend 21 hours in the cell and 3 hours out of the cell per day (excluding dining 
times). As illustrated in this dissertation, the three hours outside of the cell are split between 
morning and evening dayroom shifts of one hour fifteen minutes and one hour thirty minutes. 
Other than the 15 to 30 minutes spent in the chow hall, these are the only times most 
individuals have to spend outside of their cell. Level 3 security facilities in IDOC are 18/6, 
and Levels 4-8 have open dayrooms. Level 1 facilities are maximum institutions, which have 
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limited movement and no dayroom. It is my recommendation all IDOC facilities adopt an 
open dayroom policy commiserate with existing dayroom policies in facilities classified 
Level 4-8. Only in extreme conditions where the health and well being of an incarcerated 
individual would restricted dayroom policies be used. Even then, my recommendation would 
be an 18/6 model.  
On the individual level, IDOC uses two main measures to classify men and women: 
security risk level and escape level16. There is also a measure of Grade Classification here17, 
which is typically temporary and used as a disciplinary tool. Individuals are allowed to be 
housed in facilities one grade below their personal security level as long as other 
classification indicators are relatively low. Only maximum security institutions—those 
labeled Level 1—house people designated the highest risk (Security Level 1, Escape Level 
E). In these cases, the structure of the prison itself is arguably enough to combat the 
perceived risk of violence or escape attempt.  
It is easy to imagine resistance to these dayroom policy recommendations from IDOC 
administration. Changing dayroom hours may require a complete reclassification of an 
institution and/or a reclassification of an individual on all three measures (security, escape, 
grade) It is in these cases I would advise IDOC to follow the recommendations set forth by 
the National Institute of Corrections, U.S. Department of Justice (NIC). Multiple reports by 
the NIC present findings and recommendations for DOC to regularly examine their 
procedures for classifying security levels of institutions and individuals. The NIC urges 
                                                
16 Security Levels: 1 (Maximum), 2 (Medium), 3 (Minimum), P (Pending); Escape Levels: L (Low), 
M (Moderate), H (High), E (Extremely High), P (Pending) 
17 IDOC Offender Grades: A all privileges; B transitional, some restrictions; C work and school 




institutions to use objective measures of classification rather than the traditional method of 
subjective decision-making. The NIC claims regular assessment of both facility level of 
security and the individual level of security will be beneficial for both incarcerated 
individuals and for staff (Austin, Hardyman and Brown: 2001; Austin 2003; Austin 2004; 
Hardyman 2002; Hardyman, Austin, and Tulloch 2002). In addition, these procedures should 
be “A fully automated classification system such that each classification decision, and the 
factors used to make each decision, is recorded and available for analysis” (Austin 2003: 1). 
This documentation of classification leads to the next policy recommendation: transparency 
& accountability. 
 
5.4.2 Transparency & Accountability 
 
There is a desperate need for transparency and accountability in IDOC procedures. 
The decision-making process for job assignments at DCC should be an organized, fair, and 
documented procedure. For example, as detailed in this dissertation, the Industries job 
assignment pays up to $130.00 per month compared to other job assignments that range from 
$18.80 to $28.80 per month. In addition, the Industries position has long-term job security as 
it is protected from the forced six-month rotation policy. Currently at DCC the Industries job 
assignment is used by IA as a reward for snitching. As one community member reported, 
when he was assigned to Industries on his own merit, the stigma of being perceived as a 
snitch was enough to turn down the well-paying job.  
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According to the Illinois Administrative Code (IGA 2018: I.a.117.30)18, all Industries 
assignments must have clear job descriptions created by the Chief Executive Officer of 
Correctional Industries. Any qualified incarcerated person is eligible for these positions as 
long as they meet the requirements, are not already assigned to a full-time position, and they 
meet the required security level and grade classification. In addition, it is the duty of the 
Chief Administrative Officer (CAO) to assign Industry jobs, not IA. Enforcing the policies 
that should be followed in the first place can remove this job assignment as an incentive for 
men to snitch on each other. Having well-documented procedures for who is hired in these 
positions can also alleviate some mistrust in the prison communities. 
 
5.4.3 Connections With Free Civil Society 
 
Access to loved ones in free civil society should be encouraged in a way that is not 
cost-prohibitive. The exorbitant cost of phone calls from prisons and jails has been well 
documented. In efforts led by nonprofit organizations, including the Prison Policy Initiative, 
the issues of corporate kickbacks have been brought to light in the general public. A new 
bipartisan bill of 2018 has pressures the FCC to regulate the prison phone industry, which is 
estimated at $1.2 billion dollars. In most IDOC facilities, 15 minute phone calls that used to 
cost nearly $17 have now been reduced to just over $2.00; while these efforts should be 
applauded, I recommend the IDOC go further to ensure incarcerated individuals can maintain 
contact with loved ones on the outside at fair prices.  
                                                
18 Unless otherwise noted, all references to the Illinois General Assembly Administrative Code are 
from Title 20: Corrections, Criminal Justice, and Law Enforcement. Specific sections will use the 
following notation: (IGA: Chapter.Subchapter.Part.Section); for full text of sections see IGA 2018.  
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In accordance with section 3.1 of the IDOC Strategic Plan (IDOC 2012), most 
facilities will soon have the ability to offer electronic messaging between incarcerated 
individuals and their friends and families. Many institutions will also offer video visitations. 
These programs have the potential to strengthen connections with the outside world, however 
my recommendation is IDOC examine the pricing policies of these new programs. The 
communication service Global Tel*Link (GTL) provides these services to IDOC institutions; 
GTL is known as one of the major players in the prison phone industry and is notorious for 
exploiting contracts for profit (Kukorowski 2012; Kukorowski, Wagner, and Sakala: 2013). 
Current IDOC policy limits in-person and video visits to 2 times per week. In addition to 
other fees for depositing money on an individual’s account, GTL currently charges $6.25 for 
a 25 minute video visit and $13.75 for a 55 minute video visit. Emails cost $0.30 each and 
are limited to 2,000 characters which is approximately 350 words (GTL 2018). The 
introduction of technology has the potential to drastically improve the connections 
incarcerated individuals have with free civil society. However, IDOC should be sure the 
policies they use in their partner companies reflect the spirit and ideals stated in the Strategic 
Plan, namely, “Visitation is an important component in family reunification and behavior 




There is increasing support for higher education programs in prisons, as shown by the 
reactions to the (temporary) reinstatement of the Second Chance Pell Pilot Program, and 
record attendance and interest in the Alliance for Higher Education in Prison (AHEP) annual 
conference. Though increasing access to higher education programming in prisons is an 
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important step toward a rehabilitative model over a punitive one, this dissertation provides 
evidence that all programming should be extended and funded. Expanding programming in 
prison can be accomplished in a three pronged approach. In addition to educational classes, 
courses, and training courses, ‘programming’ should include volunteer organizations that 
engage in community building behavior. For example, leisure time group activities such as 
chess club, Scrabble tournaments, D&D and Magic can be endorsed by the administration. 
Currently these groups technically fall under rules against gang activity. 
If leisure activities were reclassified as ‘community programming’ individuals who 
participate would be protected from disciplinary action. This would also allow for gaming 
tournaments to extend beyond groups in the cellblock or on the same deck. Instead, these 
tournaments can take place in the gym and be open for spectators. In turn, this would require 
more resource allocation to LTS events. The expansion of this definition to community 
programming would allow for funding to be sent to LTS resources. New gym equipment for 
both the yard and the gym would help facilitate informal conversations as seen in the 
informal classroom in this dissertation.  
First, IDOC should expand programs that bring in volunteers from free civil society. 
The opportunity to participate in these programs should not be limited to certain 
qualifications. For example, though the communities and ripple effects of EJP can be seen 
outside the classroom and in the cellblock or on the yard, the program itself only serves a 
fraction of men incarcerated at DCC. Even educational courses such as GED/HSD or ABE 
which are available to all men at DCC are limited by the number of teaching staff available. 
Expanding programming with volunteers on the outside can not only increase the 
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opportunities for men to engage in social citizenship practices, but also the opportunities to 
engage with people from free civil society.  
Second, IDOC should make it a priority to create and expand programs offering peer 
instruction. This dissertation demonstrates the positive impacts of peer education programs in 
prison—and the detrimental effects when those programs are abruptly ended. I recommend 
DCC and other IDOC facilities follow and reinforce the stated policies in the Illinois 
Administrative Code (IGA 2018: I.d.450.20). Adhering to these policies will ensure the 
security of organizations created by the incarcerated men. Peer education programs will have 
clear bylaws, and standards for membership. If these policies are followed, the organizations 
will also be under the jurisdiction of the CAO as they should be. This offers protection from 
the subjective interpretations of rules by IA. 
Finally, incentives to participating in programming should extend beyond the required 
GED/HSD courses. Doing so will meet at least two goals19 of the IDOC Strategic Plan 
(IDOC 2012). For example, the Earned Good Conduct Credit (EGCC) program should 
expand the definition of ‘educational programming’ to include courses taught by peer 
instruction. The Positive Behavioral Credit program should also include formal and informal 
community organizing activities. For example, efforts to organize a basketball league 
tournament should be recognized by the institution and go toward good behavior credit. 
Though the argument could be made that individuals may engage in these social citizenship 
practices solely for the reward, the narratives in this dissertation show that even when the 
initial motivation to participate in these practices may be viewed as self-serving, the practices 
themselves become the reward and motivation.  
 
                                                




In conclusion, this project investigated the ways people who are incarcerated engage in 
citizenship. This dissertation contributes to present research by providing empirical evidence 
using a unique methodology. PAR is particularly useful in research involving communities 
on the margins as it helps give voice to community members. The narratives presented here 
shed light on citizenship in spaces cut off from free civil society. In turn, the analysis in this 
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Rebecca Ginsburg 
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RE: Assessment of the Education Justice Project 
IRB Protocol Number: 11324 
Dear Dr. Ginsburg: 
Your response to stipulations for the project entitled Assessment of the Education Justice Project has 
satisfactorily addressed the concerns of the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign Institutional 
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The expiration date for this protocol, IRB number 11324, is 04/17/2017. The risk designation applied to 
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APPENDIX D: SUMMARY TABLES OF COMMUNITY MEMBERS 
 
Note: In order to protect the anonymity of the community members who chose not to use their 
real names, only general statistics are reported rather than individual profiles.  
 
 
Race (self report) Count 
African American or Black 18 















Age When Incarcerated Count 
Younger than 18 16 
18-21 9 
22-25 9 
older than 25 6 
 
 
Years Incarcerated Count 
5 to 9 5 
10 to 14 4 
15 to 19 15 
20 to 24 10 
25 or more 3 
 
 
 
 
